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group, each was chosen once (12.5%). The age group between 30 and 39 selected salary 

five times (71.4%), although the age group between 20 and 29 chose this factor two times 

(28.5%). The fourth factor, lack of campus resources, was selected overwhelmingly by 

the 30 to 39 age group (83.3%) and (16.6%) by 20- to 29-year-olds. The 30 to 39 age 

group selected lack of support from supervisors (80%), although 20- to 29-year-olds only 

selected (20%). Finally, the 20 to 29 age group chose limited opportunities for 

advancement (60%) and 30- to 39-year-olds (40%). A more detailed summary of the 

participants’ responses by age can be found in Appendix H. 

 

Figure 3. Top factors selected by age. 

 

Findings for Interviews 

 
The data collected for the qualitative portion of this study focused on the factors 

that contributed to the decision to leave the residence life department at an HBCU. The 

investigator chose a qualitative method in an effort to generate rich, unbiased and in-

depth information regarding the phenomenon. Through the survey tool, research 
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participants were able to select five factors to be later discussed in detail during the 

interview. All interviews were conducted via Zoom, which allowed the investigator and 

participant to speak one on one. These responses were analyzed for trends, differences, 

and themes that contributed to the responses in the study.  

Participants were randomly selected from the group of 15 who successfully 

completed the online survey. The investigator entered all 15 names into the Google 

Sheets software and selected the first nine names provided. The nine potential 

participants were sent an email notifying them that they were selected to participate in the 

second phase of the study: the interview. All nine participants agreed to participate and 

selected times to be interviewed. One participant did not show for his interview despite 

three attempts to contact him. Consequently, another name was selected through the 

Google Sheets software and contacted, and the individual agreed to be interviewed.  

The participants were individually interviewed for their lived experiences through 

semistructured questions that were adapted to include their responses from the online 

survey. Each interview was individually recorded through Zoom and was transcribed into 

an electronic Microsoft Word document. Each transcript was printed out and read closely 

to identify any errors and repetitive words. The investigator utilized the qualitative data-

analysis software, NVivo. With NVivo, the investigator sought to gain a deeper 

understanding within the textual categories and structural themes. NVivo captured, 

consolidated, and analyzed the data obtained from the interview transcripts.  

The investigator ran a query within the NVivo software, and the transcripts were 

analyzed and coded into nodes or containers, and the prevalent topics were extracted. The 

nine participants interviewed were Katie, Harry, Hermione, Luna, Draco, Bellatrix, 

Remus, Susan, and Fleur, and the top factors for each participant were as follows: (a) 
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Katie: lack of professionalism, (b) Harry: work not valued, (c) Hermione: work not 

valued, (d) Luna: hours worked, (e) Draco: family issues, (f) Bellatrix: lack of support 

from supervisors, (g) Remus: salary, (h) Susan: no separation from work and home, and 

Fleur: communication issues. 

Research Question 1. The interviews began with a discussion regarding the 

personal experiences based on the first question: What are the personal experiences of 

residence life professionals at HBCUs that contribute to their decision to leave the 

institution? The first section of the interview focused on the personal experience of the 

residence life professionals. In order to allow the participants to elaborate on their 

experience at the HBCU, the first couple of questions asked the following: What attracted 

you to the position? What are some experiences that positively and negatively impacted 

your experience at the HBCU? The themes that emerged from the interviews were HBCU 

community, students, opportunity, and work-life balance. Each theme is discussed in 

detail.  

The HBCU community. The participants expressed great excitement about the 

HBCU community and their desire to be a part of this community. Luna commented as 

follows:  

What attracted me to an HBCU specifically was the spirit and the sense of 

community because for so long, I had attended universities that were PWI, and I 

wanted to get not only the experience for my professional development, but I also 

wanted to get the experience personally because I’m from New Orleans so there’s 

a lot of HBCUs in the city, and I’ve always heard good things about them, but I’d 

never been able to have a personal connection with any of them. So this gives me 

an opportunity to learn about the structure of an HBCU, the culture of an HBCU, 
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the students, and it also gave me a chance to really let my hair down. Like as far 

as literally, let my hair out. I was at PWI, I always felt like I had to wear my hair a 

certain way, I had to talk a certain way.  

Draco acknowledged his excitement stemmed from personal reasons: 

I think part of it was personal. Part of it was 50% personal, and 50% infatuation. 

The personal aspect of it was previously working at a predominately White 

institution, and being a student at a predominately White institution, and working 

in residence life during graduate school as an assistant hall director, and treated 

less than equal than my counterparts. 

Unlike the other participants, Fleur returned to her alma mater to work and stated the 

following:   

I think really based on the love affair that I developed here at my HBCU as far as 

being in residence life before, seeing the benefits of being on campus, and being 

able to see both sides of the spectrum: being a student and also being a staff 

member kind of gives you a unique perspective on the issues that we have, and, 

also, kind of the joys of the situation, too. 

Many participants expressed joy in working alongside their peers and boasted 

about the support received within the HBCU community. Harry emphasized, “I had an 

amazing group of coworkers. Our ages ranged from 25 to 65 and it was like a wealth of 

experience but a wealth of wisdom at the same time.” From the participant responses, 

there was clear excitement about joining the HBCU community. Katie remarked as 

follows:  

It was connection with the employees; it was connection with the school, just the 

traditions, and the school spirit. Everything about the institution just attracted me 
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to working there, so much so that I even booked a flight to go to the school to see 

it without even having a job offer, because I wanted to know more about the 

school and I just felt such a strong connection. 

Students. As a part of the community, students are the reason the institution is 

open and able to function. All nine of the participants referenced students throughout the 

interviews. Most of the references were positive, although some highlighted the negative 

interactions with some students. Some of the participants were excited to see the growth 

in students throughout the years. Draco expounded as follows:  

Working within residence life at an HBCU is different from working in residence 

life at a PWI, because I can connect with the students that I identify with racially, 

without restraints. As an HBCU student within residence life, it’s just different 

from the PWI student. I enjoyed the connection; a connection that I don’t think I 

would ever have at a PWI within residence life.  

Other participants described a sense of pride witnessing the resident assistants and 

students matriculate and enter the workforce. Hermione recounted her experience as 

follows:  

I would probably say one of the most positive impacts was getting to work with 

the RA staff. One RA I took under my wing as a mentee and that’s been a really 

positive relationship. I’ve really enjoyed being able to see her grow. She’s 

graduated now and seeing her in the field of higher education. That’s really 

exciting. 

Remus shared the following:  

You get a chance to see students grow. When freshmen come in, you meet them 

at one stage of their life, and they’re still finding themselves, in an identity crisis, 
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and you get a chance to have input and help give them direction on where to go. I 

would definitely say it’s the transformation process from being able to be there 

for someone who doesn’t have someone to be there for them. Just being that 

liaison. Just being able to just cultivate someone to the next level, get them to the 

next level in life. 

Although there are positive experiences with students, some participants detailed some 

negative experiences. Susan warned as follows:  

You’re taking time out of your day to make sure that you can help students find 

scholarships and get there. And that students are not advocating for themselves in 

a proper way, a manner that would get them heard. 

Opportunity. As the interviews began, many of the participants referenced the 

opportunity to find employment in general, freedom of autonomy to create programs and 

opportunities for growth. Bellatrix offered the following:  

I feel like there was a lot of opportunity. There was all these things, and during 

my interview people were talking about them, and half of them didn’t make sense, 

and I was like, “Oh, there’s a lot of opportunity to create, to help put things in 

order that seem a little bit just out of order.” 

Although most of the participants first applied for the position at placement 

exchanges or through the institution’s website, Draco was recommended for an internship 

at the HBCU. He then applied to work at the HBCU after completing his master’s degree. 

Draco mentioned the following: 

I was blessed with the opportunity to go to the university; it was almost like a 

dream come true. It helped me with my research. It also gave me the opportunity 

to fulfill an experience that I never thought I would have. It is a blessing. 
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A few participants remarked about giving back to the community by investing in 

students, similar to what was done on their behalf. Fleur commented, “I was given a 

chance to give back to a community that I feel like has given so much to me.” There is a 

great sense of pride, appreciation, and love in the HBCU community.  

 Work-life balance. Throughout the interviews, participants commented about the 

work hours required for the position. All of the positions were live in and required the 

participants to live on campus in a residence hall. Two participants complained about the 

lack of separation between work and home. One participant discussed the lack of 

boundaries this requirement created. Susan described some encounters with students: 

The fact that everybody else in other positions gets to go home away from the 

campus, they actually walk out of the building and go home where they do not 

share laundry with their students. No students look into your grocery bag and ask 

you, “What’s for dinner?” 

Work-life balance can be difficult to achieve with the demand of students in the residence 

hall and the after-hours on-call system. Hermione recounted the following:  

For me, it was more so that balance of life and work. Because you live on 

campus, you don’t have any separation. For me, it was just too much with living 

where the students were and being woken up in the middle of the night. I didn’t 

like being on call. I felt like a lot of the processes that we had to go through were 

just a little too much in the demands. I have been very adamant since leaving an 

HBCU of not checking my email when I leave work and just being off at 5:00 pm. 

I’m cut off, because I want to have that separation. It was just that on call 

schedule and living where I worked and not feeling like I had an out or just an 

outlet to not be at work.  
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Although residence life is known for a rigorous work schedule, during the 

interviews many of the participants still mentioned being unhappy about the amount of 

time spent at work and the lack of balance. Harry claimed the following:  

Working in residence life it is a 24-7, 365-day gig. You are working all the time. 

Even when you are not on-call, you are still on-call; it is still your responsibility. I 

think when you do things like that, you’re programming, you’re teaching classes, 

you have these one-on-one meetings, you have students knocking on your door at 

all times of the night, these emergency phone calls, “Oh, I got to run to the 

emergency room.” 

Research Question 2. What are the professional experiences of residence life 

professionals at HBCUs that contributed to their decision to leave the institution? 

Participants were comfortable and openly discussed their professional experiences. 

Participants shared some professional reasons when addressing the following question: 

What are some experiences that positively and negatively impacted your experience at 

the HBCU? The primary themes that emerged from the interviews were communication 

issues, salary, work not valued, organizational changes, and lack of support from 

supervisors. The participants mentioned these factors continuously during the interviews 

and indicated these factors were motivators in wanting to leave the position at an HBCU.  

Communication issues. Five of the nine participants cited communication issues 

in the online survey as a reason for departure from the position. Participants discussed 

unclear communication, inappropriate and poor or complete lack of communication from 

the top administrators to the residence life staff as barriers. For example, Hermione 

mentioned; “I just think from the top down there was just poor communication and lack 

of trying to understand from the other side of things.” Participants discussed examples in 
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which they were undermined by administration or other staff members, decisions would 

be overturned, and no communication was provided. Fleur warned as follows: 

Well, for instance, there is a the hub of communication that you have to rely on to 

get students what they need. But then I don’t know everything as a director, but I 

have to reach out to people sometimes and get the information to better serve the 

student that’s in front of me. But you have some people, I believe, that are in 

other departments, maybe even within the department, that either have been here 

so long they think they know it all, or they have become bitter to the point where 

even if you’re trying to be polite with them it comes off as nasty, maybe even a 

little bit snooty. 

Professional communication lines have been described as blurred and confusing. 

Katie commented as follows:  

I feel the communication, because it was so fluid, there weren’t any boundaries to 

say, no, this is what it is, or this is what it’s going to be. It allowed for mistakes to 

happen and for gossip to occur and things of that nature. At times, I wished there 

was a little bit more structure with that, because it could have helped with my 

professional development. 

Salary. Five participants discussed how salary contributed to the decision to leave 

their positions. Some left the institution because they were able to earn a higher salary 

elsewhere. Participants felt more money should have been offered for work that had to be 

done. Bellatrix offered the following: 

I would guess that a lot of people working at HBCUs feel like they’re underpaid, 

but it’s because it’s just part of the job. You don’t expect to go to an HBCU and 

get a lot of money. That’s not why you’re there. You just don’t do that unless 
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you’re silly. However, I also felt like as hard as I worked, and as hard as the team 

worked that there could have been more, there could have been more of a salary, 

and there could have been more money. 

 All participants had master’s degrees and felt the salary should have matched 

their education. Katie professed the following:  

For salary, obviously we are in a service-based work field, so you can only expect 

so much. However, I knew the value of the work that I was doing, and I felt I 

definitely needed to do more. To have a master’s degree, I definitely should have 

made more money.  

One participant, Draco recounted, “Salary, it wasn’t enough for a four-member 

family, and I was the only one working.” Another participant stated she was offered a 

promotion and more money by her supervisor, but received neither. Bellatrix explained 

that she was informed, “Hey, you’re not getting the salary increase, you’re not getting the 

step up of a promotion or anything. It was devastating to me.” 

Work not valued. In the online survey, five participants selected work not valued 

as a contributing factor. Participants shared the demanding work schedule, felt stretched 

in many directions, and never received a thank you. Harry recounted the following: 

I’m fighting fires every day on behalf of the department and it’s something that I 

can’t even control. The room has mold or it has bacteria or the appliances aren’t 

new or the condition of the residents’ rooms or the floors aren’t buffed. Things 

that I have no control over but I’m still trying to make it work in my own power. 

Hermione pointed out that “besides my direct supervisor, the administrators 

outside of the department did not value our work and we were often dismissed.” Bellatrix 

mentioned the following:  
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I said this a few times, but in my first few years, I felt like the work that we did 

was so important. It was really foundational. There were many things that we did 

that improved the student experience, and I loved, loved that. Even though things 

were hard, and the students were hard, they didn’t make it easy for us to do the 

work that we needed to do, but we were consistent, our team was consistently 

moving forward and taking steps to improve things, and it was super great. 

Susan observed the following:  

I think that, across the board, there needs to be more support. I think I said this, 

more support across the board for hall directors. People think hall directors don’t 

need to be valued, but those of us who are hands on for real, want support. I 

sometimes think people look at us like we’re crazy. 

Organizational changes. Four of nine interviewees selected organizational 

changes in the online survey and discussed positions that were left vacant for a period of 

time. Hermione mentioned the following: 

I think that was one of the main things that it just seemed odd the way the whole 

director situation went down with the first director departing and going to another 

position and then this new director, we weren’t sure who it was going to be. 

People were moved to different buildings and were given different titles and 

things like that. For a although there we didn’t really know who exactly to report 

to. 

Significant turnover occurred at the Vice President level, as well as in residence 

life. Luna noted the following: 

 There was significant turnover in leadership. When a certain administrator was 

there, there was a sense of motivation, forward thinking, and excitement and hope 
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and it kind of was like, when he left, or when the idea of him leaving, it kind of 

drained all the energy out of the entire division. 

Bellatrix discussed “bad experiences with the interim vice president and, subsequently, 

the appointed vice president of student affairs, who had no experience in the field.” A 

few of the participants mentioned how disruptive the organizational changes were for the 

residence life department. Harry recounted the following:  

In about two years, I had three different vice presidents of student affairs. In two 

years and one month, I had four different bosses in residence life. It made it really 

difficult to adapt to any style or any change if change is every other Tuesday at 

4:30. And they were drastic changes. 

Many participants discussed not being included in the hiring process for selected 

leaders. Bellatrix rationalized as follows:  

The president finally appointed a person to be a vice president; she didn’t have 

any experience within student affairs. I mean, she talked about it a little bit in her 

dissertation, but she would say things like, “I don’t need to know what you do in 

order to be a good leader,” to people. And it’s like, “Oh, but wouldn’t it be 

helpful? It wouldn’t be helpful at all to know that; those things?” 

Lack of support from supervisors. Lack of support from supervisors was selected 

four times. A few participants recalled support from particular supervisors, but not all. 

Hermione noted the following: 

I was coming in with no knowledge to residence life aside from living in a 

residence hall in my undergrad experience. I felt like I needed a little more 

guidance on what I needed to know. I felt like I was just kind of thrown to the 

wolves and like you sink or swim. I think that I at least treaded water well enough 
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but I did feel there needed to be a little bit better training for us when we were 

first coming in.  

Luna discussed the following:  

Without support, that is how you get burned out quickly. Because you want to do 

so much for these students and you put your heart into what you are doing, but it 

was discouraging when you felt like a select few were the only people really 

pushing to excel, if that makes sense. 

Bellatrix documented the following:  

There were so many changes with the pro staff it was like, very consistent of, like, 

“What’s next? Oh my God. What’s going to happen next? Like, what’s next?” 

There was consistently a “Who’s going to come to our next meeting and drop a 

bomb on us?” That was what it was like for months. So just trying to keep up 

morale, trying to get people to take time off when they could, was like my 

priority. So, it stopped even being about the student experience.  

Research Question 3. For those who have decided to leave the institution, have 

they pursued other residence life positions? Six of the nine interviewees have left their 

positions in residence life at HBCUs. Four of the six participants pursued residence life 

positions and all were at PWIs. Participants were also asked the following questions: 

Professionally, what have you done since leaving residence life at an HBCU? Do you 

find that any of your skills acquired at the HBCU have transferred to your experiences in 

your current position? Do you think anything might have changed your decision to leave 

the HBCU? Katie identified her top reason for leaving as lack of professionalism and 

stated the following:  

I did stay in residence life for another year and a half after. I did move up in 
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position to an area coordinator at a larger institution, a midsize, but it was a PWI. 

It was a little bit of a culture shock to go from an HBCU back to a PWI, and 

especially in an affluent area. It was definitely different. 

Katie discussed her contentment about living and working closer to her family, 

and she is thankful to have transitioned out of residence life. Harry’s top factor was his 

work not valued and he explained as follows: 

I work at a Division One Big Ten school now, and the resources here are 

absolutely amazing compared to residence life and housing departments because 

it’s split here. Residence Life is one, housing is the other one. The resources that 

they have is amazing. Between technology and actual room quality, selection 

processes, it’s just really helpful to students. 

Bellatrix’s reason for leaving the HBCU was lack of support from supervisors and she 

noted the following:  

I have worked at two PWIs. One was a small private Catholic institution in Ohio, 

of all places, where it’s cold and there’s no beach. I could only do two years there 

because that was not a great experience either, and I currently work at a 

University in California, warm, Cali. So I am one of the assistant directors for 

residence life at the Village Community.  

Although discussing her new role, Bellatrix mentioned being happier at her new school 

thanks to the location and new role. Luna selected hours worked as her main reason for 

leaving the position and admitted the following: 

Professionally, I left and I worked for a PWI after working for HBCU in the 

residence life department. It was an elevated role where I had control over 

academic programming. So even though it was a lateral move, I was closer to 
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home which is essentially why I moved. I really was kind of happy with my time 

at the HBCU. My experience at the HBCU wasn’t the reason why I left, like some 

people. But I was closer to home, even though it was a lateral move for me. But I 

was able to gain a lot of experience in the academic side which then led to my 

next position which I’m currently in, which is an academic counselor. 

Although Luna was excited about her experience at the HBCU, she was also 

happy to be near family. 

Hermione mentioned the following:  

Since then, I have become an assistant director of career development. I have 

completed my PhD. I joined various organizations related to career services and 

been able to adjunct at the graduate levels, be able to teach graduate students not 

just undergrads, which is exciting. Then of course, moved to another state. 

Hermione’s main reason for leaving was work not valued and she mentioned 

enjoying her new role in career services. Draco insisted he would still be at an HBCU if it 

were not for his top factor, family issues. He mentioned the following: 

Professionally, I gained more of the resources that I didn’t have, and I have to be 

more centralized. At the HBCU, I wore several hats. I had to be a mentor, a role 

model, I had to be a hall director, and I assisted with several committees on 

campus. Then, coming back to a PWI and working at res life, it was just res life. I 

was just in a bubble. I wore so many hats at the HBCU it was almost like 

whatever they threw at me here at this large PWI it was like, “Okay, as soon as I 

get my bearings, this is going to be routine. And once it gets to be routine, I’m 

going to get bored.” 

Research Question 4. For those who have decided to remain with their institution 
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in the residence life area, have they sought or are they seeking other positions within the 

institutions? Three of the nine participants are currently employed in residence life at an 

HBCU, and all three are looking to transition outside of residence life. Participants were 

also asked the following question: What is one lesson you have learned about residence 

life at an HBCU that you might pass onto someone graduating from their master’s 

program and going into their first job? Susan identified no separation from work and 

home as the main reason and she stated, “I am looking to work outside of residence life 

and would like some guidance on starting a search.” Although considering leaving the 

HBCU, Remus identified salary as the main reason for his departure. When asked if 

anything would change his decision to leave the HBCU, Remus stated the following: 

If you had more resources and enough people to actually work on the flexibility 

and a time constraint standpoint, I think it would be more of a great experience. 

Not to say that haven’t had a great experience, but it’d just be a little bit more 

relaxed, and the students would have more than just one person to depend on and 

talk to. 

As the participants were actively searching for their next position, they remained 

open to various roles outside of higher education. Communication issues were the top 

factor selected by Fleur, and she mentioned the following:  

I’ve learned a lot in this position. I have. And I’m grateful for it. I believe that 

whoever comes after me, they stand to gain a lot from this position. But I 

wouldn’t advise a person to just stay in this position for more than five or six 

years. You should always aim for the stars. Don’t just stop here. Because I think 

there’s a lot of people in residence life that have a lot to offer. 

When asked about the one lesson learned about residence life at an HBCU that 
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might be passed onto someone graduating from a master’s program and going into the 

first job, Draco stated the following: 

Any student that comes across to me or is sent to me and stated they want to go to 

an HBCU first, I tell them go. You know? That’s just because I’m an advocate of 

HBCU. Make sure that they understand time management and make sure that 

they’re humble. And when I say “humble,” because they might run into the same 

situation that I ran into. Most people that run into the situation I’d run into would 

run quick, fast, and in a hurry, and that’s just the lack of resources. 

Hermione mentioned the following: 

I think especially if they’re looking at HBCU, one, make sure that you can have 

that professional boundary. Especially if they’re fresh off of master’s and they’re 

24, they’re not much older than some of these students that they’ll be working for 

and supervising, so making sure you keep that professional boundary. Making 

sure that you have time set aside for your personal well-being and mental health 

because it can be stressful and there’s a lot that you’ll have to deal with in 

residence life. 

Bellatrix recommended the following: 

I would encourage them to have coping mechanisms that are not alcohol. Like, 

that can’t be a dominant coping mechanism. Because I found I drank a whole lot 

during that time, and although it was fun, but it was really like a numbing. It 

wasn’t good. It wasn’t healthy. So I would encourage them to find coping 

strategies that are healthy and that nourish them instead of numbing them. 

Harry advised as follows: 

I would tell that person to make as many meaningful contacts as they can on 
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campus. Whether it’s students, staff, or faculty administration, work hard, do 

great programming, but also take care of yourself. Yes, it’s your job, you need to 

also be alive to take that job.  

Luna shared the following: 

I would say get a feel, sort of the climate before you put your personal views out 

there, or you try to up and just change everything. Just take a chill pill, sit back, 

watch and observe before just jumping straight in and thinking that you’re going 

to rule the world. Because I find that young graduate students, they get all this 

inspiration from all the research and school and they still had that student voice as 

a graduate student. Once you leave out of the student realm, you do not have a 

voice until you become an administrator. Many people in the entry-level position, 

at mid-level position, don’t really have control over anything they do. They are 

just there to implement the directions of the administrators. 

Summary 

The interviewees shared similar experiences and accounts of their time in 

residence life at an HBCU. The stories shared described low pay, frequent organizational 

changes, lack of support from supervisors, work not valued, poor or no communication, 

and dedication to the students. Throughout the interviews, participants elaborated on their 

passion for students and wanting to give back to the underserved population at HBCUs. 

However, in the end, many of the participants had left their positions at HBCUs, and the 

few who remained were actively seeking to leave the institution.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Overview of the Study  

This investigation focused on uncovering reasons why residence life professionals 

left their positions at HBCUs. It sought to answer four research questions through (a) an 

online survey that ranked the top five factors contributing to the decision to leave and (b) 

one-on-one interviews focusing on personal and professional experiences related to 

position satisfaction and career choices. Overall, 15 participants agreed to complete the 

online survey, and nine consented to be interviewed.  

Discussion of Survey Findings 

The participants overwhelmingly selected organizational changes and 

communication issues as the top reasons for leaving their residence life position at an 

HBCU. Similarly, participants selected organizational changes as one of the main reasons 

for departure in the Frank (2013) study. Within Frank’s study, organizational changes and 

communication issues were labeled as organizational culture. Organizational culture 

solicited a high number of comments in both studies, and participants were very vocal 

about how the organizational culture affected them professionally. In both studies, 

participants openly discussed information being shared inefficiently, receiving 

information in bits and pieces, or not receiving any communication.  

Organizational changes were deciding factors in both studies, as participants 

detailed radical changes occurring throughout the institution. In Frank’s (2013) study, 

one participant, Arnold, admitted he was excited about the values of the department when 

he was hired, but since then the director and much of the department had changed. This 

led him to believe the department and institution were no longer a fit for him. Bellatrix 

voiced her concern that with so much visible change, she was forced into the director 
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Participants openly discussed the professional issues that plagued their work and 

contributed to the decision to leave the position. The constant themes addressed were 

communication issues, salary, work not valued, organizational change, and lack of 

support from supervisors.  

Communication issues. Over half of the participants chose communication issues 

as a primary contribution to the decision to leave the institution. The participants 

recognized that good communication requires both parties (i.e., staff and supervisors) to 

engage with each other in order to be successful. A few of the participants discussed key 

decisions that were made in private by upper administrators and communicated poorly to 

the staff. Some reported little or no communication provided or unclear communication 

lines between administration and staff. Price (1997) warned that lack of communication 

can hinder employee integration into the workforce and adds to the decision to leave a 

position. Hermione claimed the communication at her HBCU was one sided on the part 

of the administrators, and the staff members were not heard. She openly discussed being 

told what to do, and “if you did not do as told, then you’ll just go.” This meant if you did 

not agree with the decisions of the administrators, you were encouraged to leave your 

position. The threat of job loss and this type of poor communication seemed only to sour 

the relationship of the staff and increased the desire to leave the position.  

Salary. Although five participants noted salary as a factor for seeking outside 

employment, most acknowledged they were aware HBCUs were not going to pay a lot of 

money. The HBCUs consistently receive fewer state dollars than their PWI counterparts 

and operate with less staff due to funding (Brown, 2013; Gasman, 2013). As salary 

played some role in the decision to leave, it was not the deciding factor for most 

participants. Bellatrix acknowledged that, although she was aware of low salaries at 
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HBCUs, she had hoped that administration would have noticed the hard work of the staff 

and allocated more money to their salaries. Although most live-in residence life position 

salaries include health insurance, salary, and on-campus accommodations, HBCUs have 

consistently struggled with underfunding and financial security (Brown, 2013). One of 

the participants, Katie, felt salaries should have been higher because of her education. 

Administrators noted that, when hiring qualified candidates for these positions, master’s 

degrees are typically required along with previous student development experience 

(Haggerty, 2011; St. Onge et al., 2008).  

One of the participants noted that, although not rare, he accepted the position with 

a family in tow. While working at the HBCU, he was the sole breadwinner, and his wife 

and two children resided in the residence halls. Draco admitted that one salary was not 

enough for his family to survive. Another participant, Bellatrix, stated that she was 

verbally offered a new position with higher pay at the HBCU but never received it. 

Bellatrix stepped up in the absence of the director and fulfilled two roles within the 

department without compensation. Hirt et al. (2008) observed that student affairs 

professionals at HBCUs perform various functions outside of their roles and are willing 

to provide the extra care to students. Although Bellatrix was excited to provide additional 

services, when offered the additional pay, she welcomed the extra funds. When told later 

on she would not receive the funds or promotion, during the interview, while explaining 

the experience, Bellatrix became noticeably distraught and began to cry. She explained 

how this was such a stressful time in her life and the added cash would have allowed her 

to live more comfortably. She mentioned how devastating this experience was for her. 

Work not valued. Five participants selected work not valued as a contributing 

factor to the decision to leave the position. Participants described experiences when they 
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were stretched in various roles at their HBCU. For instance, they were tasked with 

creating operating manuals, establishing an on-call system for the resident assistants and 

professional staff, and designing an online room selection system for the department, and 

sometimes it was perceived as a thankless job. Harry emphasized how he would represent 

the department by handling daily building issues such as mold and other room issues, and 

the administration did not acknowledge his work with a simple thank you. He expressed 

the feeling of being taken advantage of. Hermione mentioned her direct supervisors 

would praise her work, but the upper administration would be dismissive. Frank (2013) 

discussed those professionals who did not feel valued and pondered whether they felt 

their efforts were truly impactful or if their work truly mattered.  

Bellatrix discussed the work within the department as foundational. She discussed 

working to improve the student experience and ensuring the staff was consistent. 

Bellatrix confessed that, even though the work was hard, she enjoyed the work because it 

was about the students. While Bellatrix discussed salary earlier, Frank (2013) also 

concluded that some might feel undervalued monetarily and felt they were not properly 

compensated for the work they did. Susan concluded that there needs to be more support 

across the board for hall directors. She stated they would like to be viewed as a valued 

part of the university. Frank pointed out that one participant mentioned understanding 

how people leave the profession feeling under-appreciated, not supported, and 

unrecognized.  

Organizational changes. Organizational changes in the form of restructuring or 

replacement hires occurred throughout the participants’ tenure at the HBCUs. Four 

participants selected organizational changes as a motivating factor to leave their position. 

Hermione discussed the removal of the residence life director and various building 
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changes for the live-in staff. Frank (2013) noted that many participants felt the culture of 

the department shifted with so many position changes. Some participants conceded they 

were having difficulty adjusting to the new expectations from the department or 

supervisors. Hermione expressed that, as these changes were occurring, she did not know 

whom she should report to. Turnover in organizations is inevitable and part of the cycle. 

From the vice president to the entry-level live-in positions, Hermione reported the 

confusion felt during this time. Frank noticed that individuals commented that the 

organizational changes created confusion and the organization was a mess.  

Luna also noted that, when a certain administrator left the position, the positive 

environment, motivation, and forward thinking left with him. Due to bad experiences 

with newly appointed administrators, Bellatrix began to search for employment outside of 

the HBCU. While sarcastically stated, Harry mentioned he felt change occurred every 

Tuesday at 4:30. With such a statement, one can only wonder how frequently Harry’s 

department experienced organizational changes. As the participants detailed various 

changes within their departments, one experience stood out. Bellatrix noted that the vice 

president of student affairs position was vacated, and the president appointed a new vice 

president. The newly appointed vice president admitted she had no experience in the field 

and no interest in learning what the staff in residence life did on a day-to-day basis. 

Bellatrix noted how disheartening this interaction was and how lost she felt attempting to 

navigate her role within the department.  

Lack of support from supervisors. Participants selected lack of support from 

supervisors as one of the factors that contributed to their decision to leave the residence 

life department at the HBCU. Hermione described entering her new role as a live-in 

coordinator as being thrown to the wolves with no guidance or support. Effective 
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supervision has been characterized as key to employee satisfaction and, in turn, retention. 

Without support, Luna felt she would experience burn out faster in her role. With the 

constant staff turnover, Bellatrix maintained that there was little to no support from 

supervisors, as the person in the role changed often. Frank’s (2013) study uncovered that 

some participants stated their decisions were undermined and overturned, and they lacked 

support from their supervisors. Those participants felt they did not matter to the 

department. Participants detailed unprofessional supervisors and some with unrealistic 

expectations for the role. One participant mentioned that, if he had received consistent 

support from his supervisors, his experience and decision to leave the field might have 

been different.  

Research Question 3. For those who have decided to leave the institution, have 

they pursued other residence life positions? Six of the nine participants confirmed they 

have left their positions at the HBCUs and all were now employed at PWIs. Four of the 

six participants who left the HBCUs also left the residence life field. Although Katie’s 

main reason for departure was to be closer to family, she stayed in residence life and 

accepted an elevated position as an area coordinator at a PWI near her family. She 

commented that working at a PWI was a culture shock for her and took some adjusting.  

Harry also accepted a role in residence life at a larger institution. His top factor 

was work not valued, but now he is at an institution with a supervisor that supports him in 

various ways and encourages his creativity. Frank (2013) observed that student affairs 

administrators want their work to be meaningful and seek value. While discussing his 

new role and institution, Harry was seemingly very happy during the interview. He 

constantly referenced access to more resources and the separation from housing and 

residence life departments at his current institution.  
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Bellatrix’s departure from the HBCU was credited to the lack of support she 

received from supervisors and lack of pay. Effective socialization from a supervisor can 

help staff members acclimate to their new community (Daly & Dee, 2006; Frank, 2013). 

Bellatrix transitioned to a small private PWI in the midwestern United States but found 

she was soon unhappy in her role. She is currently working in residence life at a 

university in California, and she referenced her preference for warm weather. She serves 

as an assistant director in a large community. During her interview, Bellatrix cried while 

she detailed her experience at the HBCU, but she was very energetic and cheerful 

describing her new experience at the PWI.  

Luna selected hours worked as her main reason for leaving the position at the 

HBCU, but talked extensively about her desire to be closer to family. She transitioned to 

a PWI closer to family and accepted a lateral position. Eventually, Luna moved into an 

academic counselor position at another PWI and expressed how thankful she was to the 

HBCU for equipping her with the tools necessary to transition to an academic role. 

Hermione was intentional about her search although working at the HBCU. She accepted 

a position in career services at a PWI in North Carolina. While at the HBCU, she was 

able to shadow and learn several aspects of the career services department. This 

experience equipped her with the skills necessary to interview and accept the position and 

perform her duties.  

Draco acknowledged that, if it were not for his family, he would still be employed 

at the HBCU. Daly and Dee (2006) insinuated that kinship ties within the community 

produce a greater intent for families to stay with their institution. With his family, Draco 

accepted a residence life position at a PWI in Illinois. He described his experience as 

routine and boring. At his current institution, he described his experience as living and 
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working in a bubble. He no longer has the opportunity to shadow and learn other areas as 

he did at the HBCU. Draco was very pleased with the services his sons have received in 

the new location. The salary and benefits are enough to sustain his family.  

Research Question 4. For those who have decided to remain with their institution 

in the residence life area, have they sought or are they seeking other positions within the 

institution? Three of the nine participants are still employed at HBCUs. Throughout the 

interviews, all three participants made mention of planning their exit strategy out of 

residence life and the HBCU. Susan stressed that no separation from home and work is 

her main reason for wanting to depart from the HBCU. She mentioned students knocking 

on her door at late hours of the night and her lack of privacy as some of the examples of 

no separation. As referenced in the first research question, students are drawn to HBCUs 

because of their family environment and may not be aware of the personal and 

professional lines they may be crossing as a result of seeking their campus family.  

Hirt et al. (2006) maintained that student affairs professionals at HBCUs are more 

like parents or extended family members to students, and the students’ parents believe the 

staff are their children’s parents when away from home. This type of devotion to students 

can cause additional stress on the residence life staff and cause professional lines to blur. 

As a single woman, Susan sought separation from work and students after the workday 

ended, but she has not been successful. Lester (2015) stated work-life balance is sensitive 

to an individual’s circumstance such as caring for children or an elderly parent or being 

ill. Depending on the circumstances, the balance the individual seeks may conflict with 

the ambiguities rooted in the institution. Mayo (2013) suggested that institutions must 

create a culture that will support work-life balance by designing and implementing 

initiatives and policies.  
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Remus concluded that salary was his reason for seeking outside employment. As 

he discussed the lack of campus resources at his current HBCU, he mentioned seeking a 

position that will increase his current salary. Marshall, Gardner, Hughes, and Lowery 

(2016) reported that only 28% of participants in student affairs were satisfied with their 

salaries. The majority of their participants left the field and attributed salary as their 

reason for departing the institution. As previously stated, most of the participants 

admitted to being aware that HBCU salaries would be lower, but they still held hope that 

an increase would be forthcoming because of their hard work and education.  

Fleur explained that communication issues represented the top reason for the 

desire to leave her current position and her alma mater. She struggled with 

communication between her peers and other staff members. Moyer (2011) acknowledged 

that effective communication could help create a healthy work atmosphere of trust, 

engagement, motivation, and sharing of thoughts and ideas freely. Fleur often felt they 

were not on the same team and were not working towards the common goal of supporting 

students. Frank (2013) found that ineffective communication among staff led to bad 

practices, and, as a result, the department was out of touch with what the students needed.  

Findings Linked to Relevant Research 

The results of this study indicated gaps and significant issues that require attention 

within residence life departments at HBCUs. During early parts of the interviews, 

participants raved about the HBCU community and their desire to be a part of this 

experience. Participants went into the role with the hopes of seamlessly integrating into 

the HBCU community and positively contributing to the lives of the students with whom 

they interact daily. Unfortunately, after some time working at the HBCU, their 

expectations of solving issues and changing the culture were not met. Participants 
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recalled how the HBCU community lured them into applying for a position. Each 

individual recounted some aspect of the HBCU world that was appealing, but sadly it was 

not enough to keep him or her employed. All participants detailed stories of being burned 

out, stretched to the limit, and looking for opportunities outside of their institution. They 

expressed concerns about supervision, campus resources, and organizational changes. 

Collins and Hirt (2006) warned that residence life professionals work significantly more 

hours and have more responsibility, which can lead to attrition.  

The findings of this study are linked to the relevant research of Collins and Hirt 

(2006), Daly and Dee (2006), Exkano (2013), and Strayhorn and Mullins (2012). These 

studies have revealed the continuous lack of funding for HBCUs, even though they 

continue to be the top producers of African American bachelor degrees (Strayhorn & 

Mullins, 2012). Even as enrollment continues to increase and the academic programs 

continuously develop, HBCUs are still struggling with underfunding (Brown, 2013). 

Knowing this can foster greater understanding of the struggle that HBCUs currently have 

with attrition. 

Effective supervision can make the difference. Davidson (2012) asserted that 

effective mentors and supervisors have a key role in development of staff and can 

contribute to the job satisfaction of their employees. Throughout the nine interviews, 

participants detailed how a supervisor shaped their experiences at the HBCU. Some 

described supervisors who were actively engaged in the department and provided 

mentorship for the entry-level positions. Those individuals were then disappointed when 

their supervisors left their positions and were replaced with new supervisors who did not 

share the same ideology. The HBCUs must invest in staff members who understand the 

art of leadership and will make the time to develop their staff. This will not only provide 
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a sense of belonging for the entry-level staff, but it will also aid in retaining and 

recruiting. Tull (2011) cited that synergistic supervision is a joint effort that includes 

proactive two-way communication and a goal-based approach. Throughout the 

interviews, many of the participants expressed a longing for affirmation from their 

supervisor: Some wanted to be valued as employees, and others sought professional-

development support from their supervisors.  

Lack of campus resources has been a consistent struggle for HBCUs. From the 

inception, primarily after the Civil War, funding has been a major issue and HBCU 

leaders have been creative with funding sources (Esters & Strayhorn, 2013). Gasman 

(2010) advised that equal and consistent funding from the state, federal, and private 

sectors would bolster HBCUs, making them stronger and more viable institutions. The 

lack of resources has slowed the implementation of programs and initiatives the 

participants were passionate about while employed at the HBCU. Without the funding to 

implement such programs, the participants’ ideas and passion began to diminish, and, as a 

result, they decided to leave the HBCU.  

Through all of the adversity, HBCUs remain the choice for Black students (Esters 

& Strayhorn, 2013). The HBCUs remain committed to educating historically 

underrepresented students, and Black students are attracted to the community, support, 

and familiarity that HBCUs offer (Esters & Strayhorn, 2013; Strayhorn & Mullins, 2012). 

The HBCUs provide a safe space in which students can celebrate the uniqueness 

associated with being Black and not have to worry about assimilating at a PWI, in 

addition to navigating their studies (Reeder & Schmitt, 2013). Students experience 

greater involvement throughout their educational journey, and, as a result, HBCUs 

continue to award one-third of all bachelor’s degrees earned by Blacks each year 
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(Strayhorn & Mullins, 2012).  

Overall, HBCUs are expected to operate as well as PWIs, even though the lack of 

funding has been consistently lacking (Gasman, 2010). Brown (2013) observed that the 

lack of adequate funding affects the number of quality faculty and staff members who can 

be hired. With the funding issue, salaries are lower than those of PWIs, and, in turn, 

attrition is a result. Attrition can be attributed to a number of variables, but salary is a 

constant factor that is referenced by residence life professionals when leaving the field 

(Kiekbusch et al., 2007; Kortegast & Hamrick, 2009; Lombardi, 2013). With attrition, a 

few of the participants described how often the staff structure would change and the 

position may or may not be filled as a cost saving method. Collins and Hirt (2006) 

confirmed that many positions go unfilled at HBCUs, and other staff members are 

required to fill in. Although this strategy may save the institution a salary, it created 

additional stress on the remaining staff as they continued work long hours and were 

expected to perform multiple tasks due to understaffing (Hirt et al., 2006). This 

continuous cycle of organizational change contributed heavily to the decision to leave the 

HBCU for many of the residence life professionals.  

Communication issues represented another highly ranked factor in this study. 

Participants discussed how bureaucracy and red tape was evident in the department and 

division of student affairs. Kinser (1993) found that 40% of participants were unprepared 

and surprised by campus politics and poor communication from upper administration. 

Participants in this study described encounters in which they felt bureaucracy prevented 

them from doing their job effectively. One participant described how a resident assistant 

was ineffective at her job in the residence hall, but there were so many steps required 

before she could terminate this staff member. The resident assistant remained in the 
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position, per the vice president, despite the recommendation of termination. This 

participant discussed how bureaucracy fueled her decision to seek employment outside of 

the HBCU, as there was not a two-way communication stream between her and her 

supervisor.  

Many participants openly discussed decisions made before the scheduled meeting 

that were handed down to them to execute. There was no discussion prior to the meeting, 

and their input was not requested or desired. Participants often felt out of the loop and 

were intentionally excluded from the decision making process that involved students they 

were closely supervising or mentoring. Carey (2016) observed that supervisors should be 

proactive with staff by including them in decisions that affect their areas. Unfortunately, 

those decisions often made by the vice president led to ineffective communication 

practices and, subsequently, seemed to be out of touch with the students’ needs. This 

practice consistently downgraded the experience of the staff at the HBCU and led to their 

departure. Wilcoxson (2007) found that supervisors who intentionally sought to 

communicate effectively with their staff were viewed as approachable; staff understood 

their roles and were retained.  

Another example of poor communication was exhibited when a participant stated 

that, if any of the staff members asked questions during staff meetings, they were 

threatened with the my-way-or-the-highway speech. In fear of losing their jobs, the 

participants went along with the decisions handed down and continued to search for other 

opportunities outside of the HBCU. Kinser (1993) discussed how staff members would 

remain quiet during meetings so they would not be viewed as the troublemaker of the 

group. Wilcoxson (2007) found that supervisors who attempt to motivate an employee in 

a verbally abusive way in front of others compromise their role as a leader. This type of 
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poor communication stifles growth, fosters an inability to attain goals, and lowers staff 

morale.  

Overall, this study highlighted several aspects of the residence life department at 

HBCUs in which attention and improvements are needed. As HBCUs continue to 

experience enrollment growth, residence life departments are an essential part of the 

higher education system. Without it, students who do not live locally would be forced to 

find housing off campus and without financial assistance. This can affect the retention of 

students and, in turn, the financial status of the institution.  

Conclusions and Implications  

This study delved into the lived experiences of residence life professionals at 

HBCUs and provided insight into the complicated factors that contribute to the decision 

to leave a position. Although residence life professionals are a vital part of the HBCU 

community, their experiences have led them to seek employment elsewhere. Based on the 

results and above analyses, the conclusions are as follows. 

HBCU communities nurture their students, but additional burdens are 

experienced by live-in residence life staff members who may not experience the 

same level of support. Based on the findings, there appears to be a contradiction in the 

level of support afforded to students at HBCUs and the lived experiences of residence life 

staff members. As students continually seek the support from their HBCU community 

while they matriculate, residence life staff members experience duress related to the 

amount of work that is required to ensure the community is thriving. Too often, most, if 

not all, of the responsibility for ensuring the students are engaged outside of the 

classroom falls on the entry-level professionals. This practice has caused residence life 

professionals to feel overwhelmed with their duties, and, as a result, they seek other 
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opportunities to remove themselves from a stressful and draining community. This 

finding is of great import, as a decrease in staff morale and overall job performance has 

the potential to negatively affect students’ on-campus experiences that include 

satisfaction with residence halls living conditions, engagement in the co-curriculum, and 

pursuit of activities that are educationally purposeful.      

Residence life professionals are more likely to feel connected to the 

department or institution when effective communication is the standard. This study 

also illustrated the need for effective communication between the administration and 

residence life professionals. Administrators should encourage open lines of 

communication on all levels, including supervisor-to-staff communication and residence 

life staff-to-student communication. When residence life staff experienced an information 

gap or instructions were provided without any discussion or explanation, they believed 

the administration was working against them and not toward a common goal. 

Communication should be clear and, when applicable, written so there is no confusion on 

what is expected.  

This finding is consistent with studies indicating that insufficient or poor 

communication is a barrier to employee success at the institution (Davidson, 2012; 

Totman, 2012). When communication is open, employee needs, concerns and problems 

are resolved in a more effective and efficient manner (Society for Human Resource 

Management, 2012). Ramirez (2012) also noted that professional and interpersonal 

relationships developed more easily in the workplace when the parties were attentive, 

courteous, and actively engaged with each other. This, again, is a key factor in promoting 

a perceived sense of community, which, in turn, can foster staff retention and overall 

institutional performance.     
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An open and inclusive hiring process can reduce disgruntled professionals 

and boost staff morale although increasing staff retention. Residence life staff 

observed that constant change within the organizational structure was a deciding factor in 

leaving the institution. Professional relationships with supervisors were affected and there 

was no consistency in supervisory styles or practices. With a revolving door of 

supervisors, residence life staff were, at times, left with little or no direction and operated 

in that manner until told otherwise. Some of the staff admitted they no longer had a sense 

of belonging or attachment to the department or institution. With the constant turnover, 

staff had no expectations that the vacant role would be filled with a competent 

replacement. Continuous turnover can lead to decreased productivity in the workplace 

and poor staff morale (Davidson, 2012; Lombardi, 2013). Thus, hiring officials need to 

ensure that the current residence life staff are actively involved in the search process and 

that their observations are considered when making final hiring decisions. This sense of 

ownership in the process can improve the overall selection of staff members who are a 

good fit for the institution.  

Creating policies that encourage a work-life balance can make the difference 

in reducing attrition at HBCUs. Work-life balance continues to be a hot topic in student 

affairs and, more notably, residence life. This study supports the literature that states 

residence life professionals leave their positions at a higher rate than the other 

departments within student affairs because of the stressful demands of the job and lack of 

personal space (Blakney, 2015; Blimling, 2010; Collins & Hirt, 2006; Lombardi, 2013).  

The demands of the position remain high, and residence life staff who are affected need 

to identify and implement various practices that will enable them to balance work 

demands and their personal life demands in a more effective manner. Schubert-Irastorza 
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and Fabry (2014) cautioned that employees experience fatigue and exhaustion due to the 

demands of the job and personal life, which leads to burnout.  

Burnout, in turn, can lead to absenteeism, decreased work performance, serious 

health issues, and distancing from the job (Freudenberger, 1974; Maslach & Leiter, 

2008). Burnout can also reduce employee empathy toward students, which is important to 

their personal development and overall satisfaction with campus life. Thus, it would 

behoove institutions to be proactive in helping residence life professionals attain balance 

by supporting flexible time and scheduling practices that will provide staff with 

additional opportunities to engage in other activities outside of work. Such an approach 

would be of great benefit to both the institution and individual (Beeny et al., 2005; 

Buchanan, 2012). Residence life professionals are connected with the students on various 

levels, and it is imperative that they are satisfied with their work-life balance so that their 

work translates into positive interactions with students at all times.  

Limitations 

One limitation of the study was related to the number of individual interviews that 

were conducted in this study. In 2017, there were approximately 88 institutions that were 

eligible to participate in the study, but only three elected to sign on. The process yielded 

fewer responses than the investigator had hoped. Despite many attempts, the investigator 

was unable to recruit additional participants. With greater participation, the online survey 

could have garnered additional data on the topic of residence life attrition rates at 

HBCUs. The additional survey responses would have helped in adding participant 

perspectives and learning more about the lived experiences of residence life 

professionals.  

Another limitation involved having two sets of participants: those who still 
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worked at an HBCU and those who had already departed their position. It would have 

been enlightening to only survey and report the lived experiences of those professionals 

who already departed the HBCU. This process would provide more information about the 

topic. For the third and fourth research questions, only certain participants could answer 

each question and not the other. For instance, if the participant was still employed at the 

HBCU, he or she could not contribute to the third research question because that 

individual would have had to be employed elsewhere. By narrowing the focus to only 

those who departed the field, all research questions can be tailored to the experience to 

gain a better understanding.  

Data were collected from residence life professionals who had worked previously 

or currently at HBCUs. For those who had been out of their positions for more than two 

years, temporal distance may have affected their recollections of work experiences. Thus, 

participants may have been unable to accurately recall the particulars of their departure, 

and, as a result, some information may have been overlooked or simply forgotten. This 

could have a negative effect on the data collected and reported. Two years or less 

provides the participants with an adequate amount of time to debrief, process, and share 

their experiences in residence life at an HBCU (Clarke et al., 2008).  

Recommendations for Future Research 

From a research standpoint, the findings of this study offer a number of potential 

next steps an investigator can employ. Future studies can focus on understanding the 

experiences of residence life professionals within the HBCU community. Residence life 

staff members’ living environments can be the focus of this research. One of the major 

findings in this study addressed the lack of work-life balance residence life professionals 

felt within the HBCU community. Focusing on the living environment such as housing 
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location, separate apartment entrances and on-campus living policies may be able to 

provide additional lived experiences within the HBCU community that were not 

identified in this study. A quantitative survey can potentially yield a larger sample size 

and produce a more diverse group of participants. This may be able to help provide 

additional data to help slow the attrition rate of residence life professionals at HBCUs.  

Future researchers may want to replicate this study with similar groups at 

different institution types, such as tribal colleges and Hispanic-serving institutions across 

the country, to discern if the findings are similar. Additionally, researchers can use a 

qualitative approach to examine the role of location, marital status, race, age, or salary on 

the job satisfaction of residence life professionals at these various institutional types. The 

findings identified within this study may help serve as a foundation for research focused 

on slowing the attrition rate at institutions. The findings can also help improve staff 

training, communication, and supervision.  

Further research can be conducted on the roles of live-in residence life 

professionals and the scope of their job responsibilities. Although this research uncovered 

some stressful aspects of the HBCU community, participants recounted numerous times 

how the students were their motivating factor for applying and accepting the position at 

the HBCU. Most of the participants described countless circumstances in which they 

went beyond their duties to meet the needs of the students, without a second thought. 

Future research could uncover more information about the experiences and impacts that 

residence life professionals have while connecting with students at their institutions. The 

results of this study can assist institutions with improving student success.  

Summary 

This study’s results identified the concerns of residence life professionals at 
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HBCUs that contributed to their decision to leave the institution. Students are attracted to 

HBCUs because of the welcoming family atmosphere that is highlighted and portrayed as 

a prominent incentive. Yet, the staff members who are intimately involved with providing 

students with a safe space to live and learn are increasingly unhappy with the work 

conditions in residence life. For HBCUs, this revelation can have a significant impact on 

student satisfaction, retention, and matriculation at the institution. This can have a 

negative impact on the future of the institution and its community dynamics and 

infrastructure.  

Throughout the interviews, various themes emerged, and the participants shared 

their stories. Some of the stories were quite animated, and some were difficult for the 

participant to share. The issues that were brought to light may cause discomfort for upper 

administration at HBCUs, but these results can help build a foundation for future growth. 

The interviews were used to explore attrition in the residence life departments at HBCUs 

and provided an opportunity for the interviewees to share their personal and professional 

experiences. Within the stories are opportunities for improvement and growth at HBCUs 

that can be shared across the nation to help reduce staff attrition rates.  

The participants were initially drawn and recruited to the HBCUs for the same 

reasons as the students, which is community. Once a part of the community, the 

participants began to experience the struggles, hard work, and limitations that come with 

being actively involved. From the outside, the community seemed to be positive, 

nurturing, and forward thinking. On the inside, the residence life staff members faced 

struggles with communication issues from supervisors and administrators and were 

forced to navigate the ongoing organizational changes that occurred regularly. These 

unfortunate events created internal barriers, and the participants no longer yearned to be a 
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part of the community.  

Leaving behind relationships they had fostered with students, participants sought 

to find a better working environment where they would be welcomed and appreciated. As 

residence life professionals continue to be hired every year for entry-level positions, it is 

imperative that HBCUs be intentional in seeking those candidates who are a good fit for 

the institution and the students. With proper training and effective supervision, it is 

possible to retain residence life professionals at a higher rate. With less turnover, 

institutions can ensure student satisfaction through the residence hall experience.  
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Online Attrition Factor Survey 

Demographic Information 
 

1. What is your age?  

o 20-29 years 

o 30-39 years 

o 40-49 years 

o 50-59 years 

o 60 plus years 

 

2. What is your race?  

o Hispanic or Latino 

o American Indian/Alaskan Native 

o Asian 

o African American 

o Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 

o Caucasian 

o Prefer not to answer 

o Other 

 

3. Which do you most identify with?  

o Male  

o Female  

o Gender neutral 

o Prefer not to say  

 

4. How many years have you worked professionally in residence life?  

o Less than 1 year 

o 1-2 years 

o 3-5 years 

o 6-10 years 

o 11-20 years  

o Over 20 years 

 

5. What was your highest degree obtained?  

o High school diploma  

o Associate’s 

o Bachelor’s  

o Doctorate  

o Other  

 

6. Have you worked at an HBCU? 

o Yes 

o No 

 

7. What is your institution’s Carnegie classification?  

o Doctoral University  

o Master’s College and University  

o Baccalaureate College  

o Associate’s College 
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8. How many students are currently enrolled at your institution?  

o Less than 2,500  

o 2,500-5,000 

o 10,000-20,000 

o Over 20,000 

 

 

Below is a list of reasons that may have or already influenced your decision to leave your position in 

residence life at an HBCU. Please review the list and identify 5 factors that you considered most important 

to you. Place “1” next to the factor that most influenced your decision, a “2” next to the factor that had the 

second most influence, and so on until you have placed a “5” next to the fifth most important factor that led 

to your departure from the field. If there are other factors that influenced your decision but are not listed 

here, please feel free to put a number next to “other” below and briefly identify that factor.  

1) ___ Benefits package 

2) ___ Communication issues (with supervisors, co-workers, etc.) 

3) ___ Sentiments about students 

4) ___ Family issues (Children, spouse/partner or other family members) 

5) ___ Connectedness with institution  

6) ___Felt work was not valued 

7) ___ Hours worked 

8) ___ Lack of flexibility  

9) ___ Job opportunity outside of residence life 

10) ___ Lack of autonomy  

11) ___ Lack of campus resources 

12) ___ Lack of clarification in job expectations 

13) ___ Fulfill multiple roles within the student affairs division  

14) ___ Lack of professional development opportunities 

15) ___ Limited opportunities for advancement 

16) ___ Organizational changes (reporting structure, change in mission, change in responsibilities, etc) 

17) ___ Relationship with supervisor  

18) ___ Profession no longer challenging 

19) ___ Lack of support from supervisors, colleagues and other administrators 

20) ___ Salary  

21) ___ Other (please identify): _____________________________________________ 
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Interview Protocol 

 

Name:       Phone Number:  

Pseudonym:       Date/Time:  

Summary of Factors (from online survey):  

_#__ Environmental  -#__ Psychological  _#__ Structural    _#__ Other  

Script:  

Greetings! Thanks for agreeing to participate in this study. After our last conversation, I 

emailed you an informed consent document. I appreciate your response. Did you have 

any questions regarding the form?  

You were also asked to complete an online survey asking you what kinds of things 

contributed to you leaving the residence life department at an HBCU. I appreciate your 

attentiveness and response. This conversation will help me understand why you decided 

to leave. Our conversation should last no longer than an hour. Do you have any questions 

before we begin? This conversation will be recorded for accuracy.  

Script:  

I. Introduction/Rapport 

1) In our first conversation, you talked a little bit about your first job in the 

profession at {insert relevant information}. What attracted you to that particular 

position?  

2) What are some of the things, if anything, that you really liked/did not like about 

working in residence life at an HBCU? 

3) Can you tell me about an experience from when you worked in residence life at 

an HBCU that positively impacted you? Conversely, can you share an experience 

that negatively impacted you?  

 

II. Reasons for Departure 

Thank you for those responses. Now, I want to shift gears and focus on the online survey 

you completed prior to this interview. In the survey, I noticed you rated (#1 reason) as 

contributing to your departure:  

4) Factor One: __________________________________ 

o Environmental  

o Psychological  

o Structural  

o Other  
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Can you tell me about a time when {insert factor} affected your work? [insert 

relevant prompt questions for this factor]  

5) You listed {reason 2) next.  

Factor One: __________________________________ 

o Environmental  

o Psychological  

o Structural  

o Other  

Can you tell me about a time when {insert factor} affected your work? [insert 

relevant prompt questions for this factor]  

6) You listed {reason 3) next.  

Factor One: __________________________________ 

o Environmental  

o Psychological  

o Structural  

o Other  

Can you tell me about a time when {insert factor} affected your work? [insert 

relevant prompt questions for this factor]  

7) You listed {reason 4) next.  

Factor One: __________________________________ 

o Environmental  

o Psychological  

o Structural  

o Other  

Can you tell me about a time when {insert factor} affected your work? [insert 

relevant prompt questions for this factor]  

8) You listed {reason 5) next.  

Factor One: __________________________________ 

o Environmental  

o Psychological  

o Structural  

o Other  

Can you tell me about a time when {insert factor} affected your work? [insert 

relevant prompt questions for this factor]  

9) Professionally, what have you done since leaving residence life at an HBCU?  

(Where, what position and how long) 
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10) Do you find that any of your skills acquired at the HBCU have transferred to your 

experiences in your current position?  

 

III. Conclusion  

Just a few more questions before we wrap-up.  

11) Do you think anything might have changed your decision to leave the HBCU?  

12) What is one lesson you have learned about residence life at an HBCU that you 

might pass onto someone graduation from their master’s program and going into 

their first job?  

13) Is there anything you would like to add?  

Script:  

Thanks for taking the time to speak with me today. I want to recap some of the points I 

heard you mention today to make sure I have captured your thoughts accurately [recap 

responses].  

In addition, in the next month, I would like to email you a transcript of this interview for 

your review. I would appreciate any feedback you might have after reading the transcript, 

particularly if you have anything to add, correct, or change. I want to make sure the 

transcript represents your comments fully and accurately.  

If I have, any further questions or need further clarification, is it okay for me to call you 

again? I really do appreciate your time today and if you have any questions, please do not 

hesitate to contact me. Have a great day!  
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Demographics of HBCU Respondents 

Institution  Type  Residential  Carnegie 
Classification  

Enrollment 

1 Private  Yes Baccalaureate  1,500 

2 Private Yes Baccalaureate  2,000 

3 Public  Yes Doctoral 9,200 

4 Public  Yes Doctoral 10,000 

5 Private  Yes Baccalaureate  1,700 

6 Private  Yes Baccalaureate  800 

7 Public Yes  Master’s 4,700 

8 Private  Yes Baccalaureate  2,200 

9 Private  Yes Baccalaureate  3,900 

10 Public  Yes Master’s 5,400 

11 Public  Yes Doctoral 9,800 
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Institution Response Rates 

  

 

Institution Type Residential Carnegie 

Classification 

Enrollment No. of names 

provided 

No. of 

responses 

received 

% of responses 

1 Private Yes Baccalaureate 1,500 15 12 80% 

2 Private Yes Baccalaureate 2,000 N/A N/A N/A 

3 Public Yes Doctoral 9,200 N/A N/A N/A 

4 Public Yes Doctoral 10,000 16 2 12.5% 

5 Private Yes Baccalaureate 1,700 8 1 12.5% 

6 Private Yes Baccalaureate 800 N/A N/A N/A 

7 Public Yes Master’s 4,700 N/A N/A N/A 

8 Private Yes Baccalaureate 2,200 N/A N/A N/A 

9 Private Yes Baccalaureate 3,900 N/A N/A N/A 

10 Public Yes Master’s 5,400 N/A N/A N/A 

11 Public Yes Doctoral 9,800 N/A N/A N/A 
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Participant Demographics 
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Participant Demographics 

 

Participant Age 

Range 

Ethnicity/Race Gender Years 

in 

Field 

Highest 

Degree 

Earned 

Institution’s 

Carnegie 

Classification 

# of Students 

Enrolled at 

institution 

Katie 30-39 Hispanic or 

Latino 

Female 6-10 

years 

Master’s Baccalaureate 

College 

2,500- 5,000 

Harry 30-39 African 

American 

Male 3-5 

years 

Master’s Baccalaureate 

College 

2,500- 5,000 

Hermione 30-39 African 

American 

Female 1-2 

years 

Doctorate Master’s College 

or University 

Less than 

2,500 

Luna 20-29 African 

American 

Female 3-5 

years 

Master’s Doctoral 

University 

10,000-20,000 

Ron 30-39 African 

American 

Male 3-5 

years 

Master’s Doctoral 

University 

Over 20,000 

James 20-29 African 

American 

Male 1-2 

years 

Master’s Doctoral 

University 

Over 20,000 

Ginny 30-39 African 

American 

Female 3-5 

years 

Master’s Doctoral 

University 

10,000-20,000 

Draco 30-39 African 

American 

Male 3-5 

years 

Master’s Doctoral 

University 

Over 20,000 

Bellatrix 30-39 African 

American 

Female 6-10 

years 

Master’s Master’s College 

or University 

2,500- 5,000 

Remus 20-29 African 

American 

Male 6-10 

years 

Bachelor’s Baccalaureate 

College 

Less than 

2,500 

Minerva 20-29 African 

American 

Female 3-5 

years 

Master’s Doctoral 

University 

Over 20,000 

Susan 30-39 Haitian 

American 

Female 1-2 

years 

Master’s Doctoral 

University 

Less than 

2,500 

Neville 40-49 African 

American 

Male 11-20 

years 

Master’s Doctoral 

University 

10,000-20,000 

Delores 20-29 African 

American 

Female 3-5 

years 

Master’s Doctoral 

University 

10,000-20,000 

Fleur 20-29 African 

American 

Female 3-5 

years 

Master’s Doctoral 

University 

2,500- 5,000 
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Appendix F 

Online Survey Responses 
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Online Survey Responses 

 

Participant Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5 

Katie Lack of 

Professionalism 

Family Issues Communication 

Issues 

Salary Benefits 

Harry Work not 

valued 

Organizational 

Changes 

Lack of support 

from 

supervisors etc. 

Lack of 

autonomy 

Lack of campus 

resources 

Hermione Work not 

valued 

Lack of support 

from supervisors 

etc. 

Communication 

Issues 

Organizational 

Changes 

Job opportunity 

outside of Reslife 

Luna Hours worked Lack of Flexibility Multiple roles in 

Student Affairs 

Organizational 

Changes 

Lack of support 

from supervisors 

etc. 

Ron Lack of support 

from 

supervisors etc. 

Limited 

opportunities for 

advancement 

Lack of campus 

resources 

Organizational 

Changes 

Communication 

Issues 

James Lack of campus 

resources 

Communication 

Issues 

Organizational 

Changes 

Job opportunity 

outside of 

Reslife 

Sentiments about 

students 

Ginny Job opportunity 

outside of 

Reslife 

Other: Location 

away from family  

Salary  Limited 

opportunities 

for 

advancement 

Lack of campus 

resources 

Draco Family Issues  Salary  Other: Health of 

Children  

Did not provide 

response 

Did not provide 

response 

Bellatrix Lack of support 

from 

supervisors etc. 

Organizational 

Changes 

Work not 

valued 

Salary Lack of 

professional 

development  

Remus Salary Hours worked Multiple roles in 

Student Affairs 

Lack of campus 

resources 

Limited 

opportunities for 

advancement 

Minerva Other: Did not 

provide 

response  

Job opportunity 

outside of Reslife 

Salary Communication 

Issues 

Profession no 

longer 

challenging  

Susan Other: No 

separation from 

work and home 

Salary Work not 

valued 

Lack of campus 

resources 

Communication 

Issues 

Neville Communication 

Issues 

Hours worked Lack of 

Flexibility 

Lack of 

clarification in 

job 

expectations  

Organizational 

Changes 

Delores Hours worked Lack of 

clarification in job 

expectations  

Limited 

opportunities 

for 

advancement 

Profession no 

longer 

challenging 

Organizational 

Changes 
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Fleur Communication 

Issues 

Sentiments about 

students 

Limited 

opportunities 

for 

advancement 

Lack of 

professional 

development 

Work not valued 
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Appendix G 

Factors Selected by Gender 
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Factors Selected by Gender 
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R E L A T I O N S H I P  W I T H  S U P E R V I S O R

C O N N E C T E D N E S S  W I T H  I N S T I T U T I O N  

O T H E R :  L A C K  O F  P R O F E S S I O N A L I S M  D U E  T O  …

B E N E F I T S

L A C K  O F  A U T O N O M Y

O T H E R :  L O C A T I O N  A W A Y  F R O M  F A M I L Y

O T H E R :  H E A L T H  O F  C H I L D R E N

O T H E R :  N O  S E P A R A T I O N  F R O M  W O R K  A N D  …

F A M I L Y  I S S U E S

F U L F I L L  M U L T I P L E  R O L E S  I N  S T U D E N T  A F F A I R S

L A C K  O F  F L E X I B I L I T Y

S E N T I M E N T S  A B O U T  S T U D E N T S

L A C K  O F  P R O F E S S I O N A L  D E V E L O P M E N T  …

L A C K  O F  C L A R I F I C A T I O N  I N  J O B  E X P E C T A T I O N S

P R O F E S S I O N  N O  L O N G E R  C H A L L E N G I N G  

J O B  O P P O R T U N I T Y  O U T S I D E  O F  R E S L I F E

H O U R S  W O R K E D

L A C K  O F  S U P P O R T  F R O M  S U P E R V I S O R S

L A C K  O F  O P P O R T U N I T I E S  F O R  A D V A N C E M E N T

L A C K  O F  C A M P U S  R E S O U R C E S

S A L A R Y  

C O M M U N I C A T I O N  I S S U E S

O R G A N I Z A T I O N A L  C H A N G E S

Women Men
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Appendix H 

Factors Selected by Age 
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Factors Selected by Age 
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O T H E R :  L O C A T I O N  A W A Y  F R O M  F A M I L Y

O T H E R :  H E A L T H  O F  C H I L D R E N

O T H E R :  N O  S E P A R A T I O N  F R O M  W O R K  A N D  …

F A M I L Y  I S S U E S

F U L F I L L  M U L T I P L E  R O L E S  I N  S T U D E N T  …

L A C K  O F  F L E X I B I L I T Y

S E N T I M E N T S  A B O U T  S T U D E N T S

L A C K  O F  P R O F E S S I O N A L  D E V E L O P M E N T  …

L A C K  O F  C L A R I F I C A T I O N  I N  J O B  …

P R O F E S S I O N  N O  L O N G E R  C H A L L E N G I N G  

J O B  O P P O R T U N I T Y  O U T S I D E  O F  R E S L I F E

H O U R S  W O R K E D

L A C K  O F  S U P P O R T  F R O M  S U P E R V I S O R S

L I M I T E D  O P P O R T U N I T I E S  F O R  …
L A C K  O F  C A M P U S  R E S O U R C E S

S A L A R Y  

C O M M U N I C A T I O N  I S S U E S

O R G A N I Z A T I O N A L  C H A N G E S
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