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ABSTRACT 

 
The purpose of the qualitative study was to identify the ways in which Student Affairs 

professionals in higher education in South Texas experienced and negotiated compassion fatigue 

through their everyday responsibilities. Research questions explored the development and 

experience of, and coping with, compassion fatigue. 

Grounded in Constructivist Self Development Theory, the experiences of thirteen Student 

Affairs professionals from post-secondary institutions located in South Texas were examined.  

Data collection included interviews, visual analysis of photographs, observations, documentation, 

and reflexive journaling. 

Using Grounded Theory techniques to perform an inductive analysis, three themes were 

identified. First, Relationship Building and Locus of Control focused on the role of loci of 

control (internal and external) in relationship building. Those who seemed to exhibit 

characteristics consistent with having an internal locus of control appeared to need an emotional 

connection and a lasting relationship with their students. Second, Relational, Conditional and 

Transitional Profiles and Compassion Fatigue further differentiated the participants by how they 

would connect with their students and if the nature of the interaction could lead to an experience 

of compassion fatigue.  It seemed that those who more readily connected emotionally to the 

student’s problem were more likely to experience compassion fatigue than those who did not. 

Third, Building Capacity and Identifying Solutions focused on experiences that resembled 

compassion fatigue, exploring how the participants engaged in a process of self-reflection and 

development of solutions that would allow them to utilize these new skills in similar situations in 

the future. 
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The implications of this study raise questions about the way professionals understand 

services are delivered to students at post-secondary institutions within the context of the roles 

played by those within Student Affairs. Specifically, this study calls for a critical dialogue about 

building capacity among Student Affairs professionals as they engage in multiple roles serving 

students. Additionally, there needs to be a deeper understanding developed by Student Affairs 

professionals to identify the various ways they can experience potential exposure to compassion 

fatigue so that those conditions can be mitigated. The implications of this study further call for 

addressing attrition in this profession by creating supportive work environments.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Student Affairs professionals at universities have often been the subjects of studies that 

focus on burnout and job satisfaction (Boyer, 1987; Hamilton, Palmer, Johnson, & Kicklighter, 

1998; Murphy, 2001; Howard- Tseng, 2004).  Burnout is defined as “the emotional and physical 

exhaustion resulting from stress” (Maslach, 2003).  The focus on burnout and job satisfaction is 

due, in part, to the amount of emotional capital that staff members devote to their student needs-

driven work (Boyer, 1987; Murphy, 2001).  Attention to the Student Affairs professionals has 

also been a result of the high rate of attrition experienced by this class of employee.  Mooney 

(1993), in reporting on a study by John Minter Associates, cited that of the higher education 

institutions surveyed, Student Affairs professionals had a turnover rate of 16%, ranking them in 

top 12 for turnover in campus jobs.  Some studies incorporating health care workers and social 

workers have focused on another phenomenon that has an equally negative impact on job 

satisfaction and retention.  This phenomenon has been called compassion fatigue (Figley 

1993,1995; Adams, Boscarino & Figley, 2006; Radey & Figley, 2007).  Compassion fatigue 

closely mimics burnout in its symptomology, yet shows differences in how it manifests itself 

(Maslach, 1982; Figley, 1993; Radey & Figley, 2007).    

Background and Setting 

The job of the Student Affairs professional has been in a state of consistent development 

since the late 19th century, when there was a separation made between academic endeavors and 

life outside of the classroom.  Until that time, faculty assumed responsibility for all facets of 

student care, “educating the whole person-the body, mind and spirit; head, heart and hands” 

(Boyer, 1987, p.  177).  The faculty would provide guidance to students and tightly control their 
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lives: living, worshipping, eating and instructing alongside them (Boyer, 1987).  With faculty 

focusing their talents toward the academic development of the student, there still remained a 

need to address life outside of the classroom.  Thus, a partnership began between faculty and 

staff in what has come to be defined as Student Affairs.  The Student Affairs professionals have 

been charged with the responsibility of developing the whole student through co-curricular 

programs and activities, focusing on personal development (e.g. values, personal responsibility, 

development of self-concept, and wellness) as well as the intellectual development of the student 

(e.g. leadership opportunities, diversity appreciation, and critical thinking) (Javinar, 2000; 

Murphy, 2001).  The role of the Student Affairs professional continues to evolve to encompass 

all of the student support services outside of the classroom (Boyer, 1987).  Student Affairs 

professionals are considered to be educators who provide students with opportunities to gain 

experiential training and to apply the knowledge that they have learned in the classroom.  This is 

done through a variety of different activities, such as participation in student government, 

serving on a judicial board, and attending trainings (Javinar, 2000).   

Although the titles for the work that is provided by the Student Affairs professionals 

differ greatly by institution (Dungy, 2003), the Student Affairs professionals find themselves at 

the forefront when working with students on their respective campuses.  For example, they are 

the initial contact for students who seek support and/or need assistance in dealing with problems 

as well as providing human services, such as residential life, student activities, financial aid, 

judicial affairs, health services and counseling (Javinar, 2000; Rosser, 2000).  Although the 

functions that the Student Affairs professionals provide are important to the development of the 

student, the services and programming offered outside of the classroom are often seen as 

“ancillary, if not antithetical to the college mission” (Javinar, 2000, p. 89).  This can lead to 
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misperceptions by faculty and staff regarding the program offerings, roles and responsibilities 

that the Student Affairs professionals fulfill on a campus.  The Student Affairs professionals are 

enmeshed with the day-to-day of the student lives by virtue of their job descriptions and 

responsibilities, often acting as the student’s support system when there are difficulties (Boyer, 

1987, Kuh, et al., 1991), often with the “expectation of 24 hour availability and an eight hour day” 

(Howard-Hamilton, Palmer, Johnson & Kicklighter, 1998, p. 80).  The Student Affairs 

professionals are routinely involved in situations where they are faced with human suffering and 

life or death situations.  Student Affairs professionals deal with significant concerns such as 

alcohol abuse, suicide attempts, domestic and sexual violence and the mental health issues of 

students. 

An example of the substantial issues that the Student Affairs professionals contend with 

is the Virginia Tech (VT) tragedy of April 16, 2007.  Among the many findings of the 

investigation conducted on the VT campus by the US Department of Health and Human Services, 

was that there was a “lack of adequate services…particularly at college and university settings” 

to support students with “serious mental health issues.” (Leavitt, Spelling & Gonzales, 2007, p. 

14).  Also highlighted were the failures of the counseling department and dean of students offices 

to effectively communicate with campus members or families the potential harm that the student 

(Seung-Hui Cho) could cause to himself or others (Wilson, 2007).  These types of expenditures 

of human capital combined with the demands of the various positions held by the Student Affairs 

professionals is just one of the significant reasons cited as why attrition and burnout among the 

Student Affairs professional’s has been studied so vigorously (Tarver, Canada & Lim, 1999; 

Rosser, 2000; Murphy, 2001; Tseng, 2004).  The services provided (or not provided) by the 

Student Affairs professionals were determined to be a vital link in the prevention of future 
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occurrences and highlight the far reaching and significant concerns (legal, mental health, campus 

safety) that this group of professionals must contend with on a college campus.  Thus, further 

studies have linked these significant concerns to the high attrition rate and to burnout and 

compassion fatigue among Student Affairs professionals.  

Compassion Fatigue and Burnout 

Compassion fatigue is a term that was first introduced by Charles Figley in 1995 to 

describe a condition commonly experienced by human services workers (Adams, Boscarino & 

Figley, 2006).  Compassion fatigue was said to be present when these front line workers 

appeared to be experiencing the same negative effects as their clients (Figley, 1995).  Even 

though compassion fatigue is a separate phenomenon, there are some striking similarities to 

burnout (Maslach, 1982; Radey & Figley, 2007).  Both burnout and compassion fatigue share 

common aspects in their expression and threat to job satisfaction and productivity, including 

emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and disconnection (Maslach, 1982; Figley, 1993; 

Radey & Figley, 2007; Brewer, Lim & Cross, 2008).  Figley (2002) contended that “secondary 

data and theory analysis, burnout, countertransference, worker dissatisfaction and other related 

concepts, may have masked this common problem” (p 3) of compassion fatigue.  Additionally, 

there are distinctions in the ways in which burnout and compassion fatigue manifest themselves. 

Valent (1995) described burnout as a phenomenon resulting from “the noxious nature of 

work stressors themselves or from hierarchical pressures, constraints, and lack of understanding” 

(p. 19).  This phenomenon is one that is cumulative and builds with time (Maslach, 1982).  

Burnout also can be aligned with the organizational structure and the lack of control that the 

practitioners feel over their situation (such as unrealized professional goals and limited 

advancement) that impacts the helping relationship (Veninga & Spradley, 1981; Maslach, 1982).  
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The characteristics are consistent with an external locus of control, that is “persons who see 

themselves as controlled by forces outside of themselves” (Tarver, Canada & Lim, 1999, p. 2).   

The aspect of burnout that can align it with a phenomenon developing over time that is out of the 

individuals control is an important distinction that separates compassion fatigue and burnout.    

Compassion fatigue is a phenomenon that is identified as having a psychological or 

internal locus of control that can manifest “suddenly with little warning” (Figley, 1995, p. 12), or 

can occur due to “stress connected with exposure to a sufferers” (Bride, Radey & Figley, 2007, p 

207).  An internal locus of control suggests that an individual believes that they can “regulate 

their experiences” (Lefcourt, 1982, p. 61).  Pearlman and Saakvitne (1995) described compassion 

fatigue as “a transformation in the therapist’s (or other trauma worker’s) inner experience 

resulting from empathetic engagement with the client’s trauma material” (p. 151).  Compassion 

fatigue changes the individual’s core beliefs and feelings toward the world.  This “vicarious 

traumatization” (Barnett, Elman, Baker, & Schoener, 2007, p. 603) has been equated to post 

traumatic stress disorder in its significance of symptomology (Bride, Radey & Figley, 2007).  It 

has also been closely aligned to the Freudian countertransference, meaning that human services 

personnel internalize the trauma or suffering of those that they are helping (Kinzel & Nanson, 

2000; Adams, Boscarino & Figley, 2006).  The one suffering from it not only feels the impact of 

compassion fatigue, they may also affect the persons being served.   

While there are distinctions between burnout and compassion fatigue, the two concepts 

are not mutually exclusive.  As Adams, Boscarino, and Figley (2006) noted, there is an “overlap” 

of symptomology, but “compassion fatigue and burnout are both related and independent of each 

other” (p. 104).  This holds significance in that it becomes important to determine the 

manifestation and causality of the job dissatisfaction and whether burnout or compassion fatigue 
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is the appropriate diagnosis.   

Rationale for the Study 

The reported high attrition rate among Student Affairs professionals has a programmatic 

and fiscal impact on universities and colleges (Rosser, 2004; Job Satisfaction Survey, 2008).  

This high attrition, in turn, has an impact on an institution’s investment and financial 

commitment to these positions.  Vacant positions, therefore, are routinely filled by entry-level 

employees who may not have the professional training or efficient coping mechanisms that 

would allow them to effectively deal with emotionally charged situations (Rosser, 2000).  This 

lack of experience, combined with the nature of the work, a willingness to serve, and desire to 

advance, leaves the Student Affairs professionals at risk for attrition, burnout, and compassion 

fatigue (Howard-Hamilton, Palmer, Johnson & Kicklighter, 1998).  This reality has certainly 

been demonstrated through a variety of burnout studies examining this sub-group of employees. 

A number of studies discuss the impacts and effects of compassion fatigue in human 

services workers (Kinzel & Nanson, 2000; Rosser & Javinar, 2003; Adams, Boscarino & Figley, 

2006).  However, given the human services component of the Student Affairs professional work 

environment, the potential for consistent exposures of Student Affairs professionals to traumatic 

events, the suffering of the students that they come into contact with, and the negative impact 

that compassion fatigue has on the helping relationship, there are few investigations of the 

compassion fatigue phenomenon within the Student Affairs profession.  Therefore, this study is 

necessary to fill the gap for Student Affairs professionals.   

Research Purpose and Questions 

The purpose of this qualitative study is to identify the ways in which Student Affairs 

professionals in higher education in South Texas experience and negotiate their compassion 
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fatigue in their everyday responsibilities.  Research questions informing this study include: 

1. How do Student Affairs professionals experience compassion fatigue? 

2. What experiences influence the development of compassion fatigue in Student 

Affairs professionals? 

3. What experiences or strategies allow Student Affairs professionals to successfully 

cope with compassion fatigue?    

Operational Definitions 

Compassion fatigue – Compassion fatigue describes the point in time at which a helper is 

“emotionally affected by the trauma of another” (Figley, 2002, p. 3) and is unable to incorporate 

this new information into their worldview (Figley, 1995). It is considered to be a natural 

consequence of the helping relationship, due in part to the empathetic relationship that is 

required of those who are in helping professions (Figley, 1995).  Once manifested, compassion 

fatigue may express itself through threats to job satisfaction and productivity, which may include 

symptoms such as emotional exhaustion, preoccupation, depersonalization and disconnection 

(Figley, 1993; Radey & Figley, 2007; Brewer, Lim & Cross, 2008).    

Successful coping – For the purposes of this study, successful coping will be derived from the 

participant reports as feeling “more empowered, more energetic and enlivened with a strong 

sense of self worth” (Gentry, Baranowsky, & Dunning, 2002; p. 132).   Generally speaking, 

successful coping will have occurred when the symptomology an individual associates with 

suffering from compassion fatigue is/has been alleviated.   

Student Affairs professionals –  Student Affairs professionals are those individuals that 

“assume the primary responsibility for the personal and interpersonal development of students” 

(Javinar, 2000; p. 85) such as residential life, food services, student activities, financial aid, 
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judicial affairs, health services and counseling (Rosser, 2000).  For the purposes of this study, 

Student Affairs professionals will be those individuals who identify themselves as being engaged 

in the Student Affairs or student life division of their institution. 

Methodological Framework 

For this study, interpretivism was used as the methodological framework using the 

specific lens of constructivism to guide this study.  Interpretivism focuses on the lived 

experience of individuals, “mak[ing] sense [of the] meanings that others have made about the 

world” (Creswell, 2007, p. 21).   As a methodology, interpretivism makes a departure from the 

traditional experiment involving the scientific method that requires “observation, experiment and 

comparison” (Crotty, 1998, p. 22).  Crotty (1998) writes that traditionally, positivism “seeks to 

identify universal features of humanhood, society and history that offer explanation and hence 

control and predictability” (p. 67).  Instead, interpretivism seeks to “understand and explain 

human and social reality” (Crotty, 1998, p. 67) and can “reconstruct the understandings of the 

[participant’s] social worlds” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2007, p. 92).  In qualitative research, the reader 

is then encouraged to find common entry points to this research to identify transferable elements 

to his or her context instead of the researcher making such claims (Freeman, et.al. 2007).  

As this study was concerned with understanding the lived experience of Student Affairs 

professionals and their negotiation of compassion fatigue, the research questions sought to define 

what experiences, beliefs, or events worked to construct the development of compassion fatigue.  

Crotty (1998) asserts that at the core of understanding how an individual makes meaning is a 

concept that “all knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon 

human practices…developed and transmitted with an essentially social context” (p.42).  How the 

participants may have constructed their individual realities and then interpreted them shed light 
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onto how they then viewed their interactions with others. The goal of the research was to 

understand how the participants constructed their reality by interpreting their experiences.  

Crotty (1998) contends that “meaning is not discovered, it is constructed.  Meaning does not 

inhere in the object, merely waiting for someone to come upon it…meanings are constructed by 

human beings as they engage with the world that they are interpreting” (pp. 42-43).  By gaining 

insight into how Student Affairs professionals construct meaning from their interactions with 

students I developed an understanding about how the participants then coped with compassion 

fatigue. 

Substantive Theoretical Framework 

In order to ground this study in theory, Constructivist Self Development Theory (CSDT) 

as developed by McCann and Pearlman (1990) was used as a foundational lens for examining 

factors associated with compassion fatigue.  Through combining the cognitive development 

theory of Piaget (1971) and social learning theory of Rotter (1954), CSDT explains “the complex 

interplay between life experiences…and the developing self” (McCann & Pearlman, 1990, p 6).  

CSDT recognizes that the development of the self is individualized and constantly evolving 

based on each person’s experiences and interpretation of those events.  It is within this 

framework that McCann and Pearlman (1990) examine the unique affect that trauma has on 

those who are traumatized as well as the impact on those who help the traumatized. 

The primary assumption of CSDT is that of the constructive self which assumes that 

“meanings are constructed by human beings as they engage with the world they are interpreting” 

(Crotty, 1998).  Constructivism provides the broad lens necessary to accommodate the highly 

individualized nature of development and self-realization. 
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At the center of the CSDT is the notion of the self, which is defined by McCann and 

Pearlman (1990) as the “psychological foundation of the individual…that acts as the seat of the 

individual’s identity and inner life” (p. 16).  The self is where we explore, expand and maintain 

our sense of identity and separateness from others.  The view of self, through the constructivist 

lens, is that the self is an ever evolving organism, growing as the individual encounters new 

situations and experiences and the meaning that is made from that encounter (Crotty, 1998).  

These new experiences then are compared to what is already known by the person as a reality 

and then internalized by the individual.  Taking from the cognitive development theory of Piaget 

(1971) and his concepts of assimilation and accommodation, internalization is a process in which 

the person decides whether the new information is either assimilated or rejected, based upon the 

person’s perception of the interaction.  The process of assimilation or rejection is a pathway to 

bring stability to the individual’s sense of self in relation to the new experiences (Rotter, 1954; 

Piaget, 1971).  

The concept of the self is a complex interaction and overlap of several different 

constructs, which include self-capacities, ego resources, psychological needs, and schemas 

(Rotter 1954; Piaget, 1971; McCann and Pearlman, 1990).  Each of these constructs will be 

briefly explained in later chapters. These constructs work to explain motivation, influence of 

worldview, and beliefs about the world that give insight into how a person can develop 

compassion fatigue and ultimately negotiate with the effects of the suffering.  When a person is 

exposed to suffering, the manifestation of compassion fatigue can be realized in one or all of the 

constructs mentioned above.   
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Using Constructivist Self Development Theory as the framework for the study, I was able 

to better understand the development and negotiation of compassion fatigue among Student 

Affairs professionals, which is central to this study. 

Ethical Considerations and Researcher Role 

As I have received a degree in counseling, special attention was given the ethical 

considerations that can arise between my training as a counselor and my role as a researcher.  As 

a counselor, interviews are often used as a tool meant to illicit feelings associated with a 

particular issue as presented by a client, in order to treat or diagnose a problem that is causing 

some level of disturbance.  In contrast to a counseling perspective, my role as a researcher was to 

interview the participant in an effort to understand their experiences and interpret how the 

participants constructed meaning for themselves.  During the course of the interviews, special 

care was given to the questions being asked of the participant to limit the investigation only to 

the lived experiences that were presented by each individual.  Follow up questions were limited 

to clarifying questions meant to better understand the participant’s meaning, rather than to treat a 

presenting problem.  In addition to consciously avoiding probing questions meant to facilitate 

treatment, I also used journaling to reflect on my interactions with the participants to ensure that 

my focus remained solely in understanding their lived experiences.  Although my training as a 

counselor helped me in conducting a quality interview, I was intentional in limiting the 

discussion to my research questions and my role as a researcher. 

Limitations and Possibilities 

Qualitative inquiry focuses on gaining an understanding of “the meaning of human action” 

(Schwandt, 2007).  It is through the experiences of how individuals live, experience, and 

describe what happens to them during the course of their lives (Erickson, 2011) that constitutes 



 12 

the substance of qualitative inquiry.  During this study, I attempted to create an in-depth 

understanding of the participants based on the shared understanding of their experiences.  The 

focus of this study was to gain understanding as to how Student Affairs professionals 

experienced and then negotiated compassion fatigue. The interpretation of the data was informed 

by my subjectivities as I developed a deeper understanding.  I documented my interpretations, 

hunches, and thematic understandings and continually sought the opinions of experts to inform 

this study.  In addition, I also documented my subjectivities about the topic, allowing the reader 

to make his/her decisions about the research.  The scope of the study included the descriptions 

presented by the Student Affairs professionals and did not include any information from other 

sources to inform this study.  Also, I am a 25-year professional in the field of Student Affairs in 

post-secondary education and potentially may have made assumptions about the answers of the 

participants.  In addition, I am also a trained counselor, so great care was taken to avoid 

diagnoses as well as avoiding asking questions that were focused on eliciting responses that were 

not related to the research. To counter this influence, I included multiple data sources and 

member checks. 

The information gained from this study can be used to understand one perspective about 

how compassion fatigue was experienced by Student Affairs professionals.  Although this one 

perspective may seem limiting, it is valuable to grow the discussions about compassion fatigue 

and potential cumulative effects on those who are involved in post-secondary Student Affairs.  

Studies such as this will allow for the profession of Student Affairs to be examined through a 

new lens and might have the potential to invite conversations that could slow the rate of attrition 

that has become accepted as the norm. 
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Significance of the Study 

Compassion fatigue has been shown to have a negative impact on the helping relationship 

between human services workers and their clients (Adams, Boscarino, & Figley, 2006).  

Although there are similarities in work conditions and in the services that are provided by the 

Student Affairs professionals, a review of literature revealed a lack of studies for this work group. 

To understand the development of compassion fatigue, this study was designed to provide an in-

depth description of compassion fatigue development based in the experiences of higher 

education Student Affairs professionals.   

The information derived from this study will be useful to college and university Student 

Affairs administrators as they seek to retain the Student Affairs professionals.  It can provide 

administrators with some important data that may help identify and prevent the development of 

compassion fatigue or the duration of the condition.  The study may also provide the framework 

for the creation of an instrument that could accurately assess and predict the development of 

compassion fatigue.  Finally, the study may also assist to direct the Student Affairs professionals 

to self identify compassion fatigue issues and avail themselves of appropriate self-help options.  

In either case, this study can help to improve job satisfaction and retention of the Student Affairs 

professionals and improve the quality of higher education for college and university students. 
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Chapter Summary 

As researchers seek to find explanations for the extraordinary departure of Student 

Affairs professionals from the academy, several different factors have been explored.  One area 

that has been studied extensively is the phenomenon of burnout.  Burnout has been closely 

identified with those who are in the caring professions that are similar to the work that is 

performed by Student Affairs professionals, such as counseling and social work.  However, there 

also exists a phenomenon within the caring professions known as compassion fatigue that has 

many of the same behavioral outcomes as burnout.  Compassion fatigue differs from burnout in 

the way in which it manifests, often times happening without warning, instead of developing 

over time.  While compassion fatigue has been studied extensively in the human services, social 

work, and nursing fields, it has not been studied within the Student Affairs professions.  

Interpretivism and Constructivist Self Development theory were well suited to explore and 

interpret the participant’s lived experiences, allowing for insight to examine an area such as 

compassion fatigue where there is a paucity of research among Student Affairs professionals. In 

the following section, I will present a review of the salient literature on the topic of compassion 

fatigue.      
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter, I offer a theoretical framework informing this study and conduct a 

literature review examining the history of Student Affairs and its development as a caring 

profession in post-secondary education.  Also, the constructs of compassion fatigue and burnout 

is compared and contrasted in their manifestation and effect.  I conclude the chapter with a 

review of burnout studies within the field of Student Affairs.  The purpose of this review is to 

contextualize the Student Affairs professional as a caregiver within post-secondary education as 

well as establish the purpose for studying compassion fatigue within this particular employee 

group. 

Constructivist Self Development Theory 

This study, informed by Constructivist Self Development Theory (CSDT) as developed 

by McCann and Pearlman (1990), is an integrative theory that is designed to “understand the 

individual variations in response to trauma (p. 5).  Trauma, “(1) is sudden and unexpected, or 

non-normative, (2) exceeds the individual’s perceived ability to meet its demands, and (3) 

disrupts the individual’s frame of reference and other psychological needs” (McCann & 

Pearlman, 1990, p. 10).  The construct of trauma is critical towards the understanding of how 

trauma impacts the individual.  McCann and Pearlman (1990) felt it necessary to create a new 

paradigm that was separate from previous modalities that “focused on the individual’s 

preexisting pathology, suggesting that those who were more psychologically vulnerable we most 

deeply affected” (p. 3).  Trauma, they posited, “is experienced by persons, not by dehumanized 

‘victims,’ and their differences, as well as their commonalities, must be respected an understood” 

(McCann & Pearlman, 1990, p. 4).  The position of CSDT is that responses to trauma are both 

natural as well as contextual and highly individualized (McCann & Pearlman, 1990; Saakvitne, 
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Tennen, & Affleck, 1998).  The development of CSDT as a broad, over-arching theory allowed 

for the variations that took into account the unique personalized reaction that a traumatic 

experience could create. 

At the core of CSDT is the assumption reflected in Crotty’s (1998) definition of 

Constructivism, which states “[M]eaning is constructed by human beings as they engage with the 

world that are interpreting” (p. 43).  This assumption is critical when assuming the stance that 

reactions to traumatic events are individualized and contextual.  McCann and Pearlman’s (1990) 

position is that assuming a constructivist stance is to understand that “an experience is traumatic 

in part because it in some way threatens the psychological core of the individual [self].  Thus, 

one person’s trauma may be another person’s difficult experience” (p. 12).  Because 

constructivism holds that meaning is created based on our interactions with the world, trauma 

then may be equally a construction of our interaction with the event being perceived by the 

individual as non-normative (Saakvitne, Tennen & Affleck, 1998).  In addition to the initial 

event, McCann and Pearlman (1990) suggest that the reactions to traumatic experiences are not 

limited to the traumatic event itself.  The experience of the traumatic event could leave the 

individual feeling vulnerable on different levels to varying degrees of being (McCann & 

Pearlman, 1990).  Constructivism allows for the broad interpretation of the traumatic event, 

accommodating the client’s individualized interpretation and context of their experience. 

The constructivist stance is also influential in examining the next major tenet of the 

theory, which is self-development.  McCann and Pearlman (1990) took an integrated approach to 

develop their theory as to how the self realizes and approaches traumatic events.  Leaning on 

both the cognitive development theory as developed by Piaget (1971) and the social learning 

theory of Rotter (1954), and Kohut’s (1977) self-psychology, McCann and Pearlman (1990) 
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created a developmental model of the self.  The self, as defined by McCann and Pearlman (1990) 

is “the seat of the individual identity and inner life” (p. 16) which is comprised of four interactive 

parts: (1) basic capacities, (2) ego resources, (3) psychological needs, and (4) cognitive schemas.  

Each individual part of the self will be described in some detail in the following sections.  

However, McCann and Pearlman (1990) suggest that understanding how the client has 

constructed their sense of self has a direct bearing on how an individual may respond to the 

traumatic event. 

McCann and Pearlman (1990) noted that the elements of the self were divided so that the 

operations of each element could be explained, while maintaining that all of the elements 

overlapped and in most cases the operations happening simultaneously.  Thus, each element 

described should not be viewed as acting independently, rather interdependently (McCann  & 

Pearlman, 1990). 

In examining the first element, basic capacities, it is helpful to briefly understand the 

works of Helmut Kohut (1977) and his theories of self.  Kohut (1977) postulated that the self was 

at birth a narcissistic organism, only focused on obtaining needs and wants that would sustain it.   

The self develops from childhood when the narcissistic self receives reinforcement from an early 

age of self-worth, which can allow for maturation and differentiation (Kohut, 1977).  The 

pathology of the self is said to occur as elements of the self, not realized as a child, and create 

defects in the individual as an adult.  The self will create compensatory structures, which equate 

to a patch, until the narcissistic breach, or defect, are repaired (Kohut, 1977).  One can gain self-

esteem as one becomes more independent and is positively reinforced.  It is from this aspect that 

McCann and Pearlman (1990) approach their concept of self-capacities.  Developing over a 

lifetime, one can gain independence through “internalization of significant others, direct learning, 
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and attempts to gain positive reinforcement from valued others” (McCann & Pearlman, 1990, p. 

126) to create a “cohesive sense of identity” (McCann & Pearlman, 1990, p. 126).  The cohesive 

sense of identity is what will enable the individual to maintain a healthy self-esteem and 

“integrate the affects and meanings associated with trauma” (McCann & Pearlman, 1990, p. 21).  

McCann and Pearlman (1990) selected four capacities drawn from the self psychology 

theories which included “(1) the ability to tolerate strong affect without self-fragmentation; (2) to 

be alone without being lonely; (3) the ability to calm oneself through self-soothing, and; (4) the 

ability to moderate self loathing” (p. 21).   These capacities are considered to be necessary during 

the course of understanding and coping with the traumatic event in order to maintain a positive 

sense of self and interconnectedness with others (Pearlman & Saakvitne, 1995).  The ability to 

withstand strong affect is especially true for those who come into contact with others who are 

suffering. During such contact, past events that have been compensated for may come to the 

surface, negatively impacting the therapist (Pearlman & Saakvitne, 1995; Saakvitne, Tennen & 

Affleck, 1998) and “contributing to the unique experience of trauma and to its resolution” 

(McCann & Pearlman, 1990, p. 122).  The self must be able to begin healing, through either 

direct or compensatory ways, in order for there to be long-term success for those suffering from 

compassion fatigue. 

Self-capacities and ego resources are closely intertwined and related and are referred to 

by McCann and Pearlman (1990) as the “conscious abilities which are used to relate to the world 

outside of oneself, including other people and tasks, in a constructive way” (p. 21).  In the realm 

of compassion fatigue, ego resources govern such areas as the ability to maintain appropriate 

relationships, empathy, ability to foresee consequences, and the ability to view self and others 

from more than one perspective (McCann & Pearlman, 1990).  The ego resources represent 
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cognitive processes and are generally determined to represent conscious behaviors and thoughts.  

Ego resources are also determined to be essential for someone suffering from compassion fatigue 

to successfully overcome their own pain because ego resources are fluid and contextually formed, 

which allows an opportunity for some cognitive restructuring on the part of a therapist (McCann 

& Pearlman, 1990).  Ego resources can also allow for some aspect of being able to self-assess 

and self-heal based on the strength of the individual’s development of their sense of self and the 

development of their ego resources (Pearlman & Saakvitne, 1998). 

Self-capacities and ego resources also act in conjunction with psychological needs.  

McCann and Pearlman (1990) refer to psychological needs as “a central aspect of the 

self…motivating behavior and shaping the individuals interactions with others” (p. 22).  The 

theoretical constructs, developed using Rotter’s (1954) social learning theory, generalize how 

individuals develop their motivation towards need based on genetic, physiological, and 

psychological needs.  According to McCann and Pearlman (1990), the constructivist lens allows 

insight into how an individuals “developmental experience (including self-capacities and ego 

resources) will determine which needs are more or less salient or conflictual” (p.23).  This is 

because the needs of the individual are dependent on the context and environmental conditions 

under which they are experienced.  The theory of the constructivist self is limited by McCann 

and Pearlman (1990) to seven constructs, originally posited by Rotter (1954), which they 

determined were “especially important to an understanding of trauma survivors” (p. 23).  In the 

following section, I will give a brief overview of Rotter’s (1954) general concepts of social 

learning theory. 

Rotter (1954) posited that as a child develops physiological need, such as hunger, thirst, 

and safety help to determine the psychological processes through reinforcement.  Rotter (1954) 
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stated, “[P]hysiological needs deal with the relationship of the behaviors to situations or cues or 

stimuli as a function of experience” (p.117).  He further surmised that as physiological needs are 

met, the reinforcement begins to become more generalized, expanding from the physical 

manifestations, to the psychological. This is because human beings want to reach homeostasis or 

a state of equilibrium (Rotter, 1954).  Rotter (1954) noted that “reinforcement may derive its 

value because of the associations with other reinforcements of a learned native—satisfaction 

coming not from the reduction of physiological drives, but in perception of movement towards 

more generalized goals of security or psychological homeostasis” (p. 117).  Rotter (1954) claims 

that the substitution of physiological for psychological is simply a matter of complex 

reinforcements and reward that will motivate us to a goal. 

Rotter’s (1954) theory is applicable to CDST in looking at the increased complexity that 

creates the psychological needs of the individual based on his constructivist stance.  Examining 

the learning of behavior as a series of physiological and psychological pairings (i.e., having a full 

stomach means I am loved), it is possible, through the scaffolding or cumulative experiences that 

the two no longer become equated with one another (Rotter, 1954).  The needs of an individual, 

based on the entirety of their constructed interpretations of the world, create a complex and 

intricate system of reinforcement with needs becoming dependent on other needs. 

It is with this understanding of learning and interacting with the world that McCann and 

Pearlman (1990) determined seven generalized needs that they identified as being salient to the 

traumatic experience: (1) frame of reference; (2) safety; (3) trust/dependency; (4) esteem; (5) 

independence; (6) power, and (7) intimacy (McCann & Pearlman, 1990, p. 23).  In accordance 

with Rotter’s (1954) theory, an individual who has experienced trauma could experience a 

traumatic event across one psychological need or all of them.  McCann and Pearlman (1990) 
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state that through a constructivist lens and multiple theoretical approaches, it becomes easier to 

envision the complex interplay between the elements and how each acts as a contributor to the 

overall notion of self and the potential disruption of self, as internal resources are marshaled to 

meet the problem.  In understanding compassion fatigue, the problem that is experienced and 

perceived by the therapist could cause disruption and change, both good and bad, as a function of 

the new experience (Rotter, 1954; Saakvitne, Tennen & Affleck, 1998) 

The final part of the self introduced by McCann and Pearlman (1990) is cognitive 

schemas, or “beliefs, expectations and assumptions about the self and others” (p. 25).  In effect, 

cognitive schemas create the rules through which we filter everything that we encounter in the 

world.  This concept of cognitive schemas is derived from the work of Jean Piaget (1971) and his 

theory of cognitive development.  The expectations that we have of and for the world determine 

how we ultimately view what is happening and how we feel about it (McCann & Pearlman, 

1990).  To better understand how Piaget’s (1971) theory of cognitive development and schemas 

intersect with CDST, I present a brief overview of Piaget’s cognitive development theory. 

Piaget defines schemas as “the mental representation of an associated set of perceptions, 

ideas, and/or actions” (Bhattacharya & Han, 2001, para. 7) and make up our ideas of our “beliefs, 

expectations and assumptions about self and others” (McCann and Pearlman, 1990, p. 25).  

Schemas in effect, are the filters through which individuals see the world, construct their realities, 

and categorize those realities in a meaningful structure (Piaget, 1971).  Piaget asserts that as 

individuals go through life, people will construct mental patterns that are used to navigate the 

world based upon their schemas.  As individuals come across new situations or new challenges, 

they will attempt to assimilate the new information into their existing schemata.  When their 

existing thought processes do not work when facing a new problem, then there must be an 
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accommodation made to adjust to the new information or problem (Piaget, 1971).  The process 

of “assimilating new ideas into existing beliefs and creating new ideas to accommodate the new 

beliefs” (Coon & Mitterer, 2010, p. 97) continue as one develops in the world.  Thus an 

individual’s schemas are ever changing based on what an individual may observe as occurring in 

the environment. Acting in concert with other parts of the self, the schemas act to maintain a 

positive sense of self as seen through the eye of the self and others called equilibrium 

(Bhattacharya & Han, 2001).  Similar to Rotter’s (1954) theory, the psyche, much like nature, 

must always seek out a homeostatic norm, referred to by Piaget as “equilibration” (Bhattacharya 

& Han, 2001).  If psychological needs are being met and ego resources in place, the likely 

outcome would be a positive self-esteem (Piaget, 1971; McCann & Pearlman, 1990).  However, 

if one of the needs is not being met, then there could be a disruption of a schema called 

disequilibrium that may cause an overall negative effect to the self esteem that then ripples out to 

impact both the individual’s ego resources as well as their psychological needs (Bhattacharya & 

Han, 2001).  It is from this understanding that the authors draw from when discussing 

constructivist self-development and then gives definition to how an individual who experiences 

trauma could experience compassion fatigue. 

The four elements that combine to inform the self, namely self-capacities, ego resources, 

psychological needs, and cognitive schemata, may act independent of one another or in concert 

with one another as the individual experiences trauma (McCann & Pearlman, 1990).  However, 

the results of the traumatic experience and the interplay between all of the elements can lead to a 

negative experience, or it could lead to overall growth of the individual (Saakvitne, Tennen & 

Afleck, 1998).  The relative strengths and weaknesses that the individual possesses at the time of 

exposure will ultimately determine how the individual feels, motivates, judges, and comprehends 
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the event (McCann & Pearlman, 1990).  This theory is particularly useful as it applies to the 

construct of compassion fatigue because of its broad and multi-theoretical approach that allows 

for a multidimensional approach to healing (Pearlman & Saakvitne, 1998).  

Student Affairs    

Student Affairs has often been viewed by laypersons outside of this particular division of 

higher education as “ancillary if not antithetical to the college mission” (Javinar, 2000, p. 89).  

This assertion is popular primarily due to the non-traditional methods (such as games) used by 

Student Affairs professionals to reach the desired outcomes (Rosser, 2000).  However, it has 

been shown that Student Affairs plays a critical role in the development of students (Boyer, 

1987).  Student Affairs is unique among the professions in that it has as an industry standard 

requirement that student professionals care about the development of their students (American 

Council on Education, 1937).  The caring for students has developed since the beginning of the 

American university (Thelin, 2003) and has evolved into specialized positions and services such 

as counseling, residential life, and financial aid (Javinar, 2000).  The construction of services 

based in caring makes these particular populations susceptible to burnout and compassion fatigue 

(Maslach, 1982; Figley, 1995, 1999), which will be discussed later in the chapter. 

The History of Student Affairs    

The profession of Student Affairs has been evolving with American colleges since the 

colonial period (Thelin, 2003).  Building on the traditions (pedagogical, theological, and 

architectural) that were developed in England (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968), the American college 

system attempted to merge the concepts of living and learning, maintaining control of what their 

students learned, both in and out of the classroom (Thelin, 2003).  Focused primarily on the 

salvation of their students (Carpenter, Torres, & Winston Jr., 2001), the faculty was responsible 
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for the development of the “whole student” (Nuss, 2003).   This charged the faculty with 

imparting values and with developing the students’ character (Nuss, 2003), indicating that 

faculty was expected to know their students on more than a superficial basis.  The faculty taught 

and lived with the students, acting in loco parentis (in place of the parents) and allowing the 

faculty to determine not only the curriculum, but the rules the students had to follow as well 

(Nuss, 2003).  This early focus on the whole student and caring for their development have 

become important tenets that persist in modern student development theory (Young, 2003).  This 

focus roots the Student Affairs professional as a caregiver.  

The passage of the Morrill Land Grant of 1862, signed into law by Abraham Lincoln, led 

to a rapid growth in colleges. Although the actual number resulting from creation of land-grant 

colleges is disputed, the estimates range from ten-fold (Thelin, 2003) to thirty-fold (Brubacher & 

Rudy, 1968).  This law granted each state 30,000 acres of land that they could then sell, using the 

funds to establish a college that would “teach such branches of learning as are related to 

agriculture and the mechanic arts” (Morrill, 1862, p. 504). With the unprecedented growth in the 

number of colleges came unprecedented access to higher education by “the common man” or 

“industrial class” (Geiger, 2000, p. 153) as well as recognizing the “right to learning and 

character training of women, farmers, mechanics and the great, aspiring, middle-class” (Rudolph, 

1962, p. 245).  This access by a broader demographic fundamentally changed “the 

socioeconomic makeup of the student body” (Thelin, 2003, p. 9) expanding the access to higher 

education well beyond the privileged class (Brubacher & Rudy, 1968).  This rapid growth and 

change would necessitate that both faculty and administration find new ways to relate to their 

student bodies.  It also meant that staff and faculty would have to respond to growing diversity 

within the academy. 
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Higher education evolved into a practical application of science, in hopes that through 

education a farmer could “make a truly respected occupation in farming” (Rudolph, 1962, p. 

251).  This also signaled a change in the attitude and expectations of the students and the faculty 

towards higher education (Rentz, 2004).  Education was determined to “convey practical 

education” (Geiger, 2000, p. 32) rather than the traditional, classical college that preceded the 

land-grant college.  This was a departure from intellectualism that had, until that point, been the 

sole focus of higher education (Carpenter, 2004). Faculty members now distanced themselves 

from in loco parentis, redefining their role with students, no longer concerning themselves with 

what occurred outside of the classroom (Boyer, 1987).  Brubacher and Rudy (1968) assert that at 

this time, students filled the void in student life left by the faculty members redefinition of roles 

with “clubs, fraternities, intercollegiate athletics, and publications; [taking] the place…of literary 

societies and oratorical societies” (p. 119).  Students demonstrated that engagement outside of 

the classroom was important to them, whether or not the institution guided the activity. 

As could be imagined, the rapid growth and rise of student organizations without the 

engaged interest of faculty and administration saw its share of problems and pain.  The college 

president, faced with the prospect of managing the institution, was removed as the disciplinarian, 

a task that was now to be attended to by the dean (Nuss, 2003).  LeBaron Briggs, the first such 

appointee as the dean of men (Waryold & Lancaster, 2008) did assume the responsibilities of 

student discipline recognizing the need to pay attention to extracurricular activities in an effort 

“to see that the phenomenon [of extracurricular activities] did not get completely out of hand” 

(Brubacher & Rudy, 1968, p. 334). This attempt to re-focus the connection with students was not 

as successful as the presidents would have liked. Veysey (1965) noted, “[N]one of the attempts 

to transcend the barrier between students and faculty accomplished the major change which their 
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advocates had sought” (p. 298). Despite the earlier attempts to distance themselves from life 

outside of the classroom, “enrolling a student [in] the college clung to the tradition that its 

responsibility went beyond the classroom” (Boyer, 1987, p. 179), illustrating the necessity of 

creating a caring connection with students beyond classroom instruction.  To fill the void left by 

faculty and to fulfill the traditional expectations of educating the whole student, it was necessary 

to develop a “cadre of specialists…to guide student life” (Boyer, 1987, p. 179).  It was at the turn 

of the century that the Student Affairs-like administration “developed something like its full 

measure of force in American higher education” (Veysey, 1965, p. 306).  With the new focus on 

student development, the Student Affairs profession began to examine the distinct developmental 

elements that would comprise Student Affairs. 

The end of WWI saw significant growth in the Student Affairs profession, when “many 

of the services for students that professionals provide today were established” (Hirt, 2006, p. 7).  

With the new influx of veterans who were taking advantage of the GI Bill, utilizing “men who 

had been effective managing wartime personnel seemed ideal for campuses burgeoning with new 

students and new needs” (Eisenmann, 2006, p. 132).  Faculty began to evolve, becoming more 

entrenched in research and “scholarship…becoming more specialized [and] more 

professionalized” (Birnbaum & Eckel, 1995, 2005).  A similar specialization can be found within 

the employees supplying student services with efforts made to make the case that although 

“Deans might not teach in college classrooms…they nonetheless influenced the education of 

students” (Eisenmann, 2006, p. 132).  A formal study was called for by the “American Council 

of Education (ACE) to study personnel practices in colleges and universities” (Thelin, 2003, p. 

71).  The resulting document would be entitled the Student Personnel Point of View (American 

Council on Education, 1937).  Although there were several smaller groups that represented this 
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class of employee, this was the first overt statement acknowledging Student Affairs as a 

profession and part of the education enterprise. 

In the position paper developed by the American Council of Education entitled The 

Student Personnel Point of View, 1937, the committee of student personnel workers set forth 

guidelines for Student Affairs professionals, focusing on the services and responsibilities of 

student service providers before, during, and after the collegiate experience (American Council 

on Education, 1937).  The philosophy that bound this together was the development and caring 

for the whole student, developing “his intellectual capacity and achievement, his emotional make 

up, his physical condition, his social relationships, his vocational aptitudes and skills, his moral 

and religious values, his economic resources and his aesthetic appreciations” (American Council 

on Education, 1937).  This was an important document as it highlighted that the work of student 

personnel “was different, but complementary” (Eisenmann, 2006, p. 132), “encourag[ing] the 

cooperation of all campus members…in a effort to create effective learning environments” 

(Manning, Kinzie, & Schuh, 2006, p. 126). This philosophy of caring for students became the 

basis for Student Affairs work and still persists today. 

The personnel point of view was revisited in 1949 when there was a renewal of the points 

as they were outlined in 1937 along with some expansion that illustrates the development of the 

field of student services (Thelin, 2003).  Issues such as “interrelation of offices” and “elements 

of student personnel program” that focus on reducing the barriers for students as well as 

enriching their collegiate experience highlight a “more straight foreword…pragmatic approach” 

(Carpenter, 2004, p. 18) that is reflective of the philosophy of the time.  New to the 1949 version 

was the increased awareness and appreciation of diversity of learning styles on college campuses 

demanding the “recognition by teachers and administrators, as well as by professional personnel 
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workers, of individual differences in backgrounds, abilities, interests and goals” (American 

Council on Education, 1949).   This effort fully established the focus of Student Affairs as 

“educating the whole person” (Boyer, 1987, p. 179) and solidified caring as the mechanism 

through which to accomplish these goals. 

The next major shift in Student Affairs came during the 1960s.  Higher education was not 

spared the social upheavals that were occurring at this time, necessitating a change in the role of 

education (Waryold & Lancaster, 2008).  This period of history saw the demise of in loco 

parentis by cementing in law the rights of the eighteen-year-old student as an adult.  Thus, 

Student Affairs professionals saw an end of their role as “disciplinarian or authority figure 

declined and the role of coordinator and educator increased” (Garland & Grace as cited in Nuss, 

2003, p. 74).  With the focus of the Student Affairs professional instead on treating the student as 

an adult, students had the freedom to choose “what was to be learned and what was to be valued” 

(Nuss, 2003, p. 18). Students gained “unlimited freedom in personal and social matters” (Boyer, 

1987, p. 179); however, they were also expected to understand the consequences of their choices 

(Carpenter, 2004).  This also had an impact on the way in which Student Affairs professionals 

cared for their students, as they now had to be cared for as adults. 

Also significant during this time frame was the increasing role of the federal government 

in higher education (St. John & Wooden, 2006).  Entitlement programs such as the Higher 

Education Act and Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, added an element that required 

greater specialization and attention to “volumes of regulations that influence[d] Student Affairs 

policies and practices” (Nuss, 2003, p. 73).  The increase in financial aid in the form of both 

work-study and educational opportunity grants increased access to higher education (St. John & 

Wooden, 2006).  Through these programs, under-represented populations now had access to 
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higher education, again changing the landscape of college life (Carpenter, 2004). Student Affairs 

professionals needed to develop effective programming that was more representative of the 

students that they were serving, moving their stance from “reactive to proactive” (Rentz, 2004, p. 

47), with Student Affairs functionality moving toward providing services to “students with 

specific needs and issues, not well enough addressed before” (Rhatigan, 2009, p. 14).  The 

continuing need for Student Affairs professionals to be caring and adaptive to a changing social 

and legal landscape became an expectation that persists in current practice (Dungy, 2003).  It is 

also the basis for examining the impact on the Student Affairs professional of providing these 

services. 

The 1970s through the end of the century have been termed by Thelin (2003) as “the era 

of adjustment and accountability” (p. 16).  The federal government continued to inject 

themselves into the collegiate landscape with entitlement programs such as financial aid in the 

form of Pell Grants meant to address the “significant discontinuities…in the demographics” 

(Geiger, 2005, p. 64).  Professionals recognized that diversity strengthened “the opportunities for 

educational attainment, and providing opportunities for students (and others) to examine and 

overcome preconceived ideas and stereotypes” (McClellan & Larimore, 2009, p. 234).  

Therefore, professionals on campus worked to recruit and retain underrepresented populations 

and to expand multicultural programs (McClellan & Larimore, 2009).  Regulations such as The 

Family Educational Rights to Privacy Act (1975) affirmed the federal presence (Geiger, 2005), 

all but removing the students’ parents from the equation by protecting students “from 

impermissible disclosure” (Mawdsley, 2005, p. 77) of their educational records.  Although the 

new regulations created more of a legal contract relationship with the student (Nuss, 2003), the 

philosophical expectations of educating and caring for the whole student remained (Boyer, 1987).  
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This unique relationship in turn places a strain on the Student Affairs professional who often 

must choose which “hat” will be worn in any given situation. 

Shifts in public policy and the complexity of the American college campus defined many 

of the roles that characterized the Student Affairs professional through the 1980s and 1990s 

(Nuss, 2003).  Regulations such as the 1990 Student Right-to-Know and Clery Act sought a 

consumer protection for students by requiring campuses to publish their graduation rates and 

crime on campus (Nuss, 2003; Roberts, Fossey, & DeMitchell, 2005).  Again, the commitment to 

student development and student learning remained at the forefront (Rentz, 2004); however, the 

“shifts in public policy [were] evidence of the changing nature of the relationship between the 

institution and its students and expectations for changes in campus climate” (Nuss, 2003, p. 78).  

However, the Student Affairs professional as a caregiver remained steadfast. 

Throughout its history, Student Affairs professionals have needed to continue to adjust to 

new challenges, changing public policy and changes in the attitudes and expectations of it 

students (Howe & Strauss, 2003; Nuss, 2003; Rentz, 2004).  Student Affairs professionals still 

maintain the need to care for and attend to the development of the whole student by providing 

essential services, such as student health, admissions, financial aid and counseling (Boyer, 1987, 

Rosser, 2004).  The Student Affairs profession has been, and will continue to be, dynamic (Rentz, 

2004), seeing each student as a whole person and remaining committed to providing care for 

their development and education in higher education.  

Student Affairs and the Relationship To Caring 

The history of the development of the Student Affairs profession and the link to caring is 

well documented and has become the focus of the profession as a whole.  An example of this 

expectation includes the recent reports of Jared Loughner, the gunman who was identified as the 
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shooter of United States Representative Giffords in Tucson, AZ (Associated Press, 2011).  

Loughner, who was previously disciplined by members of the Pima Community College judicial 

system traditionally housed within the Student Affairs division, caused authorities to ask if 

college officials should have done more to protect the public (Associated Press, 2011).  The 

expectation that professionals not only educate but identify with students on a more than 

superficial basis has resulted in Student Affairs professionals having exposure to work related 

afflictions linked to helping professions, such as compassion fatigue and burnout (Figley, 1995; 

Maslach, 1982).  Certainly, the historical developments of Student Affairs as well as the 

evolving expectations of society as a whole indicate that the link between Student Affairs and 

caring will continue to endure. 

Among the many changes in the Student Affairs profession since its beginning in colonial 

times (Thelin, 2003) is most notably the creation of specialists to accomplish the holistic 

development of the student (Carpenter, 2003).  Although there has been a diffusion of the 

responsibilities, the core functions and values have remained essentially unchanged (Evans & 

Reason, 2001).  The philosophy put forward in the Student Personnel Point of View (American 

Council on Education, 1937) included a commitment to the development of a student in a holistic 

fashion, which is still prominent in today’s charge to Student Affairs professionals 

(ACPA/NASPA, 1989).  The need to engage a student in a holistic fashion translates into 

expectations that professionals must have a relationship with the students that surpass merely the 

transmission of information (Dewey, 1916; Evans & Reason, 2001).  The relationship represents 

the investment of the Student Affairs professional in the success of their students.  It is this 

investment that can expose them to issues that affect their work, such as burnout and compassion 

fatigue. 
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Engaging students on more than a superficial basis is a concept that was first established 

by John Dewey (1916) who asserted “transmission [of societal values] occurs by habits of doing, 

feeling and thinking from older to younger” (p. 3).  Dewey further asserted that the environment 

must be present to encourage proper responses from the students.  This suggests that not only 

must the educators talk about values, but they must also demonstrate them by “setting up 

conditions which stimulate certain visible and tangible ways of acting [as a] first step” (Dewey, 

1916, p. 16).  This translates into the Student Affairs professional creating a positive atmosphere 

that can provide students with the necessary professional support to be successful.  However, this 

process is not created simply by chance.  Rather a caring environment requires that Student 

Affairs professionals be intentional and active (Kinzie & Schuh, 2008) through the 

communication of appropriate social context (Dewey, 1916). It is through this process that 

Student Affairs professionals make the emotional connection to their students. 

The process of creating the supportive environment has, at its core, the communication of 

values.  Values create a healthy academic discourse and culture that then can translate into a 

campus atmosphere that can promote learning outside of the classroom (Evans & Reason, 2001).  

Communicating values in the context of influencing the development of students is not 

something that can happen merely by transmission (Dewey, 1916). Rather, values must engage 

students on an individual basis, taking into account the diversity of ideas that arrive on a college 

campus (Cheng, 2004).  This requires a nurturing of students and development of trust that 

requires an element of emotional investment in the success of students (Kuh, et al., 1991). 

The emotional investment that is required to be effective in student development creates 

the primary exposure of Student Affairs professionals to compassion fatigue in their work.  The 

relationship that an individual has with work can normally involve self-esteem, meaning making, 
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and self worth (Leiter & Maslach, 2005).  However, when the elements of caring for others and 

developing a role as an advocate are expectations of the job (Javinar, 2000), there is an increase 

in the level of risk.  Caring for others means to be concerned for their development and to relieve 

some of their stress and to create a safe environment for students to thrive (Kegan, 1982).  

However, it is impossible to have this level of emotional investment without Student Affairs 

professionals being personally affected as well (Figley, 1995).  It is this connection between the 

type of work and the way in which work affects the individual that creates the basis for this study. 

Compassion Fatigue 

A Brief History of Compassion Fatigue 

Compassion fatigue is a relative newcomer to the field of psychology.  Research within 

the field of traumatology had long noted that “various traumatic events [have] an extraordinary 

impact on so many people” (Figley, 1995, p. 4).  However, the treatment of traumatic stress was 

limited to those who had directly experienced a traumatic event and not to those who had been 

exposed in a helping capacity, such as family and counselors (Stamm, 1995, 1999).  This was to 

change however with a new release of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders (Fourth Edition) (DSM-IV) (American Psychological Association (APA), 1994).  In 

the revision, the DSM-IV diagnosis of traumatic stress was expanded to include events that were 

either occurring directly to an individual (those who were directly in harms way) or indirectly 

(Figley, 2002).  The change in the definition of the disorder now acknowledged that “simply 

learning about the traumatic event(s) carr[ied] traumatic potential” (author’s italics; Figley, 1995, 

p. 6).  Thus, stress associated with traumatic events could be explored as a “larger concept of 

stress, which can include the important concept of Secondary Traumatic Stress” (Stamm, 1999, p. 

xxxvii).  The acknowledgement that caregivers can also be secondary victims is an important 
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construct in understanding the development of compassion fatigue.  

Compassion fatigue is considered to be a “friendlier term” for Secondary Traumatic 

Stress (STS) (Figley, 1995, p. 9) which is defined “as the natural consequent behaviors and 

emotions resulting from knowing about a traumatizing event experienced by a significant other” 

(p. 7).  The relationship, as defined above, is highly dependent on the emotional and empathetic 

connection between client and professional.  The term “compassion fatigue” was first used in a 

nursing magazine in 1992 by Joinson (Figley, 2002).  In his article, Joinson (2002) studied 

nurses coping with the stress and burnout, focusing on compassion fatigue as a symptom of 

burnout.  Joinson (1992) previously distinguished the concept of compassion fatigue from 

burnout noting “unlike other burnout, compassion fatigue is linked directly to particular people: 

nurses, ministers, counselors and others in the caregiving professions” (p. 116).  Stamm (1999) 

noted that the stress that may result from a therapeutic relationship “may produce a situation ripe 

for a traumatic stress response” (p. xxxviii) “[that] is related to the cognitive schema of therapist” 

(Figley, 2002, p. 3).  The focus on caregivers and distinction from burnout are important 

elements within the compassion fatigue construct. 

Burnout and Compassion Fatigue 

Burnout is recognized as a phenomenon heavily influenced by the perception that “many 

areas are outside of the professional’s control” (Maslach & Jackson, 1982, p. 236) and arises 

from a “process that begins gradually and becomes progressively worse” (Figley, 1995, p. 11).  

Valent (2002) concurred noting “burnout can result from the noxious nature of work stressors 

themselves” (p. 19).  The focus on events being outside of a person’s control represents an 

external locus of control, which can indicate “such persons…tend to respond to other people and 

outside events” (Tarver, Canada, & Lim, 1999, p. 97).  Conversely, compassion fatigue “can 
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emerge suddenly with little warning” (Figley, 1995, p. 12) and “may occur as the result of a 

single exposure to a traumatic incident” (Conrad & Kellar-Guenther, 2006, p. 1073).  As an 

effective counselor or social worker relies heavily on being able to “accurately and 

empathetically understand the client on a moment-by-moment basis” (author’s italics; Truax & 

Carkhuff, 2008, p. 1) and this same empathetic position makes one susceptible to compassion 

fatigue (Figley, 2002) and would suggest an internal locus of control.  An internal locus of 

control implies that “events…positive or negative, [are] a consequence of one’s own actions, and 

thereby potentially under personal control” (Lefcourt, 1982, p. 35).  The distinction of locus of 

control and the way in which burnout and compassion fatigue may manifest are key components 

when contrasting the two concepts. 

Burnout and compassion fatigue are similar in their symptomology. Maslach (1982) 

described the outcome of burnout as “a syndrome of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, 

and reduced personal accomplishment, that occur to individuals who do ‘people work’ of some 

kind” (p. 3).  Similarly, compassion fatigue has been described as “mental, physical, and 

emotional exhaustion and feelings of hopelessness and disconnection from others” (Radey & 

Figley, 2007, p. 207).   Pearlman and Saakvitne (1995) note “[B]urnout is related to [a] situation, 

but it does not incorporate the interaction of the situation with the individual” (p. 153). 

Compassion fatigue therefore cannot be defined solely on the symptomology; rather the focus 

must be “on the individual as a whole, placing observable symptoms in the larger context of 

human adaptation” (Pearlman & Saakvitne, 1995, p. 153), which may, in fact contribute toward 

an individual’s experiencing burnout (Conrad & Kellar-Guenther, 2006).  Placing the 

symptomology into context was supported by Adams, Boscarino, and Figley (2006), who 

concluded “[B]urnout and [compassion fatigue] were separate contributors to [social worker] 
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distress” (p. 106).  They also concluded “CF (compassion fatigue) [exhibits] unique features of 

the workplace environment and not merely different designations for negative life events, 

personal trauma, lack of social support, or low mastery” (Adams, Boscarino, & Figley, 2006, p. 

107).  Therefore, care needs to be taken in understanding the suffering in the greater context of 

the individuals experience and not dismissing compassion fatigue as burnout.  There does need 

to be a re-framing of the “cost of caring” (Figley, 1995, p. 1) associated with the therapeutic 

relationship. 

The Therapeutic Relationship 

At its most basic level, a therapeutic relationship begins with the practitioner establishing 

rapport and trust with the client (Figley, 2002).  This relationship, in turn, establishes reciprocity 

between the client and practitioner.  In some cases, this give-and-take results in the therapist 

becoming emotionally aligned with the client, “sharing similar feelings of fear, pain and paranoia” 

(Figley, 1995, p. 1).  Cerney (1995), referring to the susceptibility of therapists to compassion 

fatigue, noted “It is not surprising or unexpected that therapists should themselves be traumatized” 

(p. 133) as effective counseling requires the therapist at a minimum have empathy for the client 

(Figley, 1995).  Cerney (1995) contended that the feelings which are a result of the “personal and 

professional experiences of [the] therapists affect their response to the tragic stories of their 

patients” (p. 132).  The exchange with the client causes a change to occur in the way that 

therapist interacts with the world, challenging and changing the therapist’s assumptions of the 

world (Jannoff-Bulman, 1992).  Pearlman and Saakvine (1995) referred to this as a 

“transformative effect in the therapist’s inner experience resulting from empathetic engagement 

with the clients trauma material” (p. 151).  The focus on “inner experience” highlights the 

internal locus of control that is a hallmark of compassion fatigue (Figley, 2002).  The 



 37 

transformative effect is a core concept that differentiates compassion fatigue from burnout that 

will be discussed later.   

A helper who is experiencing compassion fatigue is not alone in their suffering (Valent, 

2002).  As caregivers experience trauma similar to that of their clients, there may be some self-

defense mechanisms that interfere with caregiver effectiveness.  Valent (2002) asserts that the 

impact of the counselor suffering may include “non-recognition, denial of client traumas, 

fragmented attention, lack of empathy, intellectualization, dehumanization of victims as 

cases…and partial or foreclosed diagnosis and treatments” (p. 29) potentially compromising the 

effectiveness of the therapeutic relationship.  Pearlman and Mac Ian (1995) also noted 

“[T]herapists with a personal trauma history showed greater disruptions than those without a 

personal trauma history” (p. 563). The impact of personal history indicates that there is some 

cumulative effect within therapists who are exposed over time to client suffering (Pearlman & 

Mac Ian, 1995).  It is important for both the client and the organization to which the helper 

belongs, to minimize the “consequent detrimental effect on the organizations within which they 

work” (Sexton, 1999).  As with burnout, it is important to examine the context that frames the 

practitioner’s worldview and is brought to the therapeutic relationship. 

Transference and Countertransference 

The practitioner generally addresses the issues of context in a traditional psychoanalytical 

frame as problems by self-recognition of transference and countertransference.  Indeed, 

compassion fatigue also incorporates the terms of transference and countertransference (Bride, 

Radey, & Figley, 2007; Cerney, 1995; Figley, 1995, 2002).  Transference, in the traditional sense, 

is the act of the client’s view of the therapist (Cerney, 1995).  However, Goldstein and Goldberg 

(2004) note that there is a new view of transference emerging with the field of psychotherapy 



 38 

that indicates that transference is developed jointly.  This model of transference being developed 

concurrently is consistent with the compassion fatigue literature in that “therapists…may 

experience negative transference more acutely” (Cerney, 1995, p. 134).  So while the traditional 

model of transference may inform the therapeutic relationship, the impact of the reaction of the 

therapist to the transference material should be recognized as a contributor to compassion fatigue 

(Cerney, 1995).  As mentioned above, the cumulative impact of trauma material and the resulting 

negative effect is consistent with the recognition of the impact of secondary stress that was 

recognized by the APA (1994).  The reaction to the accumulated trauma material is not as clear 

when discussing countertransference. 

Countertransference is defined as “all thoughts, reactions, and feelings that the therapist 

has towards the patient: both conscious and unconscious” (Goldstein & Goldberg, 2004, p. 22).  

Countertransference also is considered a negative experience that should be mitigated (Figley, 

1995).  Figley (1995) differentiates it from the traditional realm by asserting that compassion 

fatigue “is a natural consequence of caring between two people, one of whom has been initially 

traumatized and the other of whom is affected by the first’s traumatic experiences…it is a natural 

by-product of caring” (Figley, 1995, p. 11).  Kanter (2007) contradicts Figley’s differentiation of 

compassion fatigue from countertransference stating, “[C]ontemporary psychoanalytic thought 

encompasses much more than countertransference phenomenon” (p. 290), insisting that there is 

“no differential diagnosis” (p. 291).  However, compassion fatigue results in a change of the 

practitioner’s world assumptions as a result of the interaction with the clients trauma material 

(Figley, 1995; Jannoff-Bulman, 1992) and “includes, but is not limited to, what these researchers 

and other professionals view as countertransference” (Figley, 1995, p. 11).  Countertransference 

as a construct therefore is not diminished; it is to be embraced as the establishment of an 
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emotional connection between the helper and client. 

The recognition of the presence of countertransference is not denied and is considered “a 

natural by-product of caring for traumatized people” (Figley, 2002, p. 11). However, there are 

ethical issues involving countertransference that must be considered when working with clients.  

It is clear that efforts must be made to protect the client so as to ensure that their needs are being 

met, and harm is not caused, through the therapeutic relationship (Munroe, 1999). However, 

Bloom (1999) asserts that it is impossible for therapists to remain neutral and in cases of severe 

abuse, requires therapists to be more than just “by-standers” (p. 270). The practitioner must 

acknowledge that countertransference is present in any therapeutic relationship.  As with any 

therapeutic relationship, however, the practitioner needs to be able to “confront him- or herself 

on a regular basis to ensure proper ethical behavior” (Munroe, 1999, p. 226) is being carried out.  

By actively engaging and acknowledging countertransference, the therapist can more effectively 

help theirselves and their clients. 

Issues Affecting Student Affairs Professionals 

The work of Student Affairs professionals has been broadly described as those 

responsible for “life outside of the classroom” (Boyer, 1987, p. 177) encompassing “the primary 

responsibility for the personal and interpersonal development of students” (Javinar, 2000, p. 85). 

Student Affairs professionals provide support, both directly and indirectly, to the institutions 

mission and goals, working within all divisions of the college, including business services and 

academic interests (Creamer, Winston, & Miller, 2001). As Student Affairs administrators have 

been recognized as “one of the largest employee groups in many college and university systems” 

(Rosser & Javinar, 2003, p. 813) and there exists a high turnover rate in this particular class of 

employee (Lorden, 1998), studies aimed at understanding and reducing attrition gain increased 



 40 

importance.  

Attrition within the Student Affairs profession is high and has been reported as “often 

perceived as harmful to the profession”  (Lorden, 1998, p. 207). There are however 

inconsistencies related to the research on the topic (Lorden, 1998; Renn & Hodges, 2007) with 

reported estimates ranging from 15% (Renn & Hodges, 2007) to as high as 61% (Lorden, 1998 

citing Holmes, et al., 1983).  Lorden (1998) attributes this to the lack of consistency of the study 

groups and their characteristics. Job satisfaction, burnout, low morale, not intending to remain in 

the profession and job transition issues have all been offered as potential reasons for 

professionals departure (Howard-Hamilton, Palmer, Johnson, & Kicklighter, 1998; Lorden, 

1998; Renn & Hodges, 2007; Bender, 2009).  Regardless of the causality, the volume of studies 

that have been conducted examining the reasons why Student Affairs professionals depart the 

profession suggests the gravity of the situation (Howard-Hamilton, Palmer, Johnson, & 

Kicklighter, 1998; Rosser & Javinar, 2003; Langana, 2007; Gentry, Katz, & McFeeters, 2009).  

Many authors focus on two issues, sometimes overlapping in their effect, in regard to attrition.  

They are job satisfaction (Tarver, Canada, & Lim, 1999; Boehman, 2007; Renn & Hodges, 2007; 

Bender, 2009) and burnout (Howard-Hamilton, Palmer, Johnson, & Kicklighter, 1998; Murphy, 

2001; Guthrie, Woods, Cusker, & Gregory, 2005).  The next sections will discuss job satisfaction 

and burnout as it relates to Student Affairs. 

Job Satisfaction 

Job satisfaction is a topic area that has been investigated in a variety of studies as to its 

effect on Student Affairs professionals’ intent to remain in the profession (Tarver, Canada, & 

Lim, 1999; Rosser & Javinar, 2003; Tseng, 2004; Bender, 2009).  Job satisfaction is a broad term 

that encompasses “how people feel about their jobs and different aspects of their jobs” (Spector, 



 41 

1997, p. 6).  It can be a multi-faceted approach to discovering elements within a job, which “can 

be very useful for organizations that wish to identify areas of dissatisfaction that they can 

improve” (Spector, 1997, p. 7).  Although multiple factors have been considered, job satisfaction 

has been consistently determined to be instrumental in whether or not a person decides to leave 

their position (Tseng, 2004; Tull, 2006; Bender, 2009).  This is in keeping with findings of other 

organizational studies of industries other than higher education (Delp, Wallace, Geiger-Brown, 

& Mutaner, 2010; Gunlu, Aksarayli, & Percin, 2010). Given the attrition rates as high as 61% 

within Student Affairs (Lorden, 1998), job satisfaction becomes an important element in an 

attempt to explain the high rate of turnover.  

The decision of Student Affairs professionals to leave involves a complex set of variables.  

As such, there is some disagreement between studies in regard to the factors that are used to 

determine job satisfaction.  Factors such as performance (Rosser & Javinar, 2003; Bender, 2009), 

locus of control (Blackhurst, Brandt, & Kalinowski, 1998), and organizational climate (Boehman, 

2007) have been used in an effort to discover why Student Affairs professionals leave.  The 

reason for the discrepancy among the studies can be explained by the fleeting definition of job 

satisfaction.  Boehman (2007) suggests “[M]ost of the variables in this research…are measures 

of perception” (p. 318).  As such, the research is reflective of the values and perceptions of the 

participants.  Judge and Church (2000) assert, “[C]ognition and affect…are inextricably linked” 

(p. 167), noting that  “the interplay of perception, evaluation and affects [has on] judgments of 

job satisfaction” (p. 167).  Lorden (1998) states “[W]hile no single way exists to improve job 

satisfaction” (p. 212), the literature does suggest some affective commonalities, which influence 

job satisfaction: staff feeling valued and relationships. 
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Being Valued 

Being valued for the work that is performed is a common theme across the literature.  

Rosser and Javinar (2003) state, “[P]erceptions Student Affairs leaders have of their professional 

and institutional work life have a direct and significant impact on both their satisfaction and 

morale and their intent to leave” (p. 822).   This is consistent with Judge and Church’s (2000) 

assertion of the impact that perception has on the affective outcomes of job satisfaction.  A lack 

of being valued has an impact on the affective commitment (Boehman, 2007) as well as their 

overall commitment to the institution (Bender, 2009). Implicit in both Bender and Boehman’s 

research is that attrition is more likely if one does not attend to creating conditions where the 

Student Affairs professional feels valued. 

A person feeling valued can take many forms including role ambiguity, salary rate and 

involvement in decisions all play a part in developing this perception (Blackhurst, Brandt, & 

Kalinowski, 1998; Rosser & Javinar, 2003; Bender, 2009).  What is not clear is consistent 

causality relating to valuing or attrition.  Lorden (1998) suggested, “[W]orkers might be less 

likely to leave if efforts were made to ensure that their needs were met” (p. 212) and that it is 

important that “workers be allowed and encouraged to engage in the activities…that attracted 

them to the profession” (p. 213).  Renn and Hodges (2007) suggested that a work life balance is 

an important element to reducing attrition.  It appears that given the number of studies regarding 

job satisfaction and the variety of outcomes or findings, that job satisfaction can be heavily 

influenced by context. 

Relationships 

Research has investigated relationships of Student Affairs professionals: both the 

collegial and the relationships with students (Lorden, 1998; Boehman, 2007; Bender, 2009).  
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Relationships are another way in which the Student Affairs professional feels valued and 

contribute to the perception of fit and competence (Renn & Hodges, 2007).  The drive for 

creating and maintaining relationships among Student Affairs professionals positively correlates 

with satisfaction indicating “the importance of fostering positive relationships with those they 

have contact with” (Rosser & Javinar, 2003, p. 823).  The importance of positive relationships is 

supported by the research of Rosser (2004), Renn and Hodges (2007) and Tull (2006), all of 

whom noted that strong relationships with students, staff or supervisors have a mitigating impact 

on attrition.  Certainly, the relationships cannot be superficial in nature as the quality of the 

relationships has implications on whether or not Student Affairs professionals will leave the 

profession (Rosser & Javinar, 2003).  Blackhurst, Brandt, and Kalinowski (1998) concurred, 

discovering that women in Student Affairs who identified with their colleagues are more 

committed to the organization.  Lorden (1998) notes that Student Affairs professionals “expect 

low pay and are motivated by intrinsic rewards” (p. 213), highlighting that non-material rewards, 

such as salary, do not play as significant of a role as might be assumed (Rosser, 2000).  

Consistent with feeling valued, positive relationships create a positive context that increases the 

likelihood that staff will remain in their positions. 

Burnout In Student Affairs  

Compassion fatigue has been identified as being a cause of suffering within caregivers 

resulting in their attrition (Sexton, 1999).  However, it has not been explored within the 

caregiving profession of Student Affairs.  This may be due, in part, to the similarities between 

the symptoms expressed by those suffering compassion fatigue and/or burnout (Maslach, 1982; 

Adams, Boscarino, & Figley, 2006).  Although there are differences between how the two 

maladies manifest and are treated, the end result of increased attrition is the same.  Therefore, it 
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is essential to explore compassion fatigue as a unique construct within Student Affairs to further 

reduce the loss of employees within the profession. 

The study of burnout as an explanation for the attrition of Student Affairs is common as it 

has caregiving as a focus of the position (Lorden, 1998; Murphy, 2001; Rosser & Javinar, 2003; 

Rentz, 2004; Rosser, 2004; Tseng, 2004).  They suggest that the very nature of the work of 

Student Affairs in effect predisposes professionals to experience the phenomenon (Rosser & 

Javinar, 2003).  For example, they are the initial contact for students who seek support and/or 

need assistance in dealing with problems as well as providing human services, such as residential 

life, student activities, financial aid, judicial affairs, health services and counseling (Rosser, 

2000; Javinar, 2000).  Student Affairs professionals are enmeshed with the day-to-day of the 

student lives by virtue of their job descriptions and responsibilities, often acting as the student’s 

support system when there are difficulties (Boyer, 1987; Kuh, et al., 1991), often with the 

“expectation of 24 hour availability and an eight hour day” (Howard-Hamilton, Palmer, Johnson 

& Kicklighter, 1998, p. 80).  Student Affairs professionals are routinely involved in situations 

where they are faced with significant concerns such as alcohol abuse, suicide attempts, domestic 

and sexual violence and the mental health issues of students.  The expectations of the profession 

leave Student Affairs professionals vulnerable to conditions such as compassion fatigue and 

burnout (Figley, 2002; Maslach, 1982).  Although the literature aligns Student Affairs work as 

caregivers, studies stop short of associating it with compassion fatigue.  Given the similarities 

between the two constructs, if compassion fatigue can be identified and successfully addressed, it 

may help to reduce attrition within this category of employee. 

Burnout focuses on three central concepts: (a) emotional exhaustion, (b) cynicism and (c) 

job ineffectiveness (Maslach & Jackson, 1981) which are closely aligned with job satisfaction 
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(Lorden, 1998; Boehman, 2007; Bender, 2009).  Although burnout is considered to be an 

outcome of job dissatisfaction, it is considered a separate construct (Maslach & Schauflei, 1993).  

Maslach and Jackson (1981) contend that job satisfaction “influence[s] the level of burnout, 

which, in turn, influences the level of organizational commitment” (p. 299).  As a result, the 

literature engages burnout on a wide variety of variables that reflect “two general categories: 

antecedents (predictors) and correlates” (Tseng, 2004, p. 168).  Thus, empirical studies assessing 

Student Affairs professionals routinely engage burnout and job satisfaction simultaneously. 

One of the more common themes within the literature revolves around the nature of 

Student Affairs work (Rosser & Javinar, 2003; Langana, 2007; Renn & Hodges, 2007).  Charged 

with “the development of the whole student” (American College Personnel Association/National 

Association of Student Personnel Administrators, 1996, p. 2), Student Affairs professionals 

provide a wide variety of services, often taking place during times when students are available, 

such as evenings and weekends (Javinar, 2000).  SAPs, such as residential life and counseling 

personnel, are also “required to be on call twenty-four hours a day” (Murphy, 2001, p. 3).   The 

noted difficulty to achieve a work-life balance impacts both job satisfaction and morale of the 

individual (Howard-Hamilton, Palmer, Johnson, & Kicklighter, 1998; Rosser & Javinar, 2003) 

and contributes to “exhaustion, reflect[ing] the stress dimension of burnout” (Maslach, Schaufeli, 

& Leiter, 2001, p. 403).  Because of the connection of exhaustion and burnout, the overwhelming 

nature of the job(s) and the potential for creating an atmosphere conducive for exhaustion 

(Javinar, 2000) become the basis for research amongst SAPs (Howard-Hamilton, Palmer, 

Johnson, & Kicklighter, 1998; Tarver, Canada, & Lim, 1999; Johnsrud, Heck, & Rosser, 2000). 

Studies that highlight the work-life balance tend to focus on the new professional and 

attempt to predict why they do not remain in the field of Student Affairs (Johnsrud, Heck, & 
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Rosser, 2000; Rosser & Javinar, 2003; Tull, 2006).  Work-life balance refers to the feeling that 

an individual experiences when they “devot[e] more energy in one area and neglect other areas” 

(Chick, 2004, p. 2).  Due to the nature of the work, SAPs must “find a balance between 

supervisors’ directions and the need of those being served” (Rosser, 2000, p. 319). Some 

conclusions have been reached regarding work-life balance including that experienced staff may 

have more highly developed coping skills (Nelson, Johnson, & Bebbington, 2009) or may have 

developed a stronger sense of self (Tarver, Canada, & Lim, 1999).  When applied to the new 

professional, the solution for reducing attrition due to work-life balance is to build on the 

qualities that make the long term professional successful.  Solutions are focused on developing 

new professional’s coping mechanisms, and staff training or professional developments for the 

new professional appear to be a common solution (Rosser & Javinar, 2003; Tull, 2006; Langana, 

2007; Renn & Hodges, 2007).  However, attrition still persists within the profession unchecked. 

 Exhaustion is the most readily self-identified symptom associated with problematic work-

life balance and burnout (Leiter & Maslach, 1988); however it does not exist separately from the 

other components of burnout, which include depersonalization and “a reduced sense of personal 

accomplishment” (Leiter & Maslach, 1988, p. 297).  Maslach, Schaufeli, and Leiter (2001) 

contend that “a work situation with chronic, overwhelming demands that contributes to 

exhaustion…[is] likely to erode one’s sense of effectiveness” (p. 403).  The connection between 

overwhelming demands and emotional exhaustion, as well as depersonalization and effectiveness 

(Maslach, 1993) has focused studies on feelings of a lack of personal accomplishment as a 

primary correlate of burnout.  This is due in part to the assertion of Leiter and Maslach (1988) in 

early research that “burnout leads to reduced organizational commitment” (p. 306).  In Student 

Affairs literature, reduced organizational commitment has been equated to intent to leave, 
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subsequently focusing studies on the latter as a correlate/predictor of burnout (Tull, 2006; 

Lagana, 2007; Renn & Hodges, 2007).  The effect of burnout therefore not only impacts the 

professional, it also impacts the institution and the students that they serve. 

As with other constructs within burnout, a wide variety of factors that contribute to the 

intent to leave have been used, including interpersonal relationships, professional work life, and 

locus of control (Tarver, Canada, & Lim, 1999; Johnsrud, Heck, & Rosser, 2000; Rosser & 

Javinar, 2003).  Most support the basic assumption of Leiter and Maslach (1988) showing 

positive correlation between a lack of personal accomplishment and intent to leave.  However, 

Johnsrud, Heck, and Rosser (2000) also determined that there is a gap in the literature noting, 

“[M]uch of the research on turnover focuses on the intent to leave the organization, rather than 

actual turnover” (p.41).  This does pose an interesting problem in accurately correlating 

satisfaction and the intent to turnover. 

In several studies, findings of high morale and personal satisfaction were reported 

(Johnsrud, Heck, & Rosser, 2000; Bender, 2009), suggesting that turnover may in fact be 

correlated with something else.  Bender (2009) remarked that some of the attrition might in fact 

be related to the original intent of the professional to embark on Student Affairs work as a career.  

The research in the literature seems to imply that there are many reasons why professionals 

develop burnout and leave the profession and suggests just as many ways to ameliorate attrition. 

Although the functions that the Student Affairs professionals provide are important to the 

development of the student, the services and programming offered outside of the classroom are 

often seen as “ancillary, if not antithetical to the college mission” (Javinar, 2000, p. 89).  This 

can lead to misperceptions by faculty and staff of the program offerings, roles, and 

responsibilities that the Student Affairs professionals fulfill on a campus.  The Student Affairs 
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professionals are enmeshed in the student lives by virtue of their job descriptions and 

responsibilities, often acting as the student’s support system when there are difficulties (Boyer, 

1987, Kuh, et al., 1991), often with the “expectation of 24 hour availability and an eight hour day” 

(Howard-Hamilton, Palmer, Johnson & Kicklighter, 1998, p. 80).  The combination of being 

both physically and emotionally available to their student population can be attributed to the 

negative effect on the retention of staff. 

The literature has repeatedly identified the processes and the conditions that are involved 

in the development of burnout.  However, it also makes a convincing argument for investigating 

compassion fatigue.  With employers looking specifically for empathy as a desirable trait in 

combination with an immersion in the day-to-day of student’s lives and exposure to trauma, it 

sets the stage perfectly for Student Affairs professionals to develop compassion fatigue.  

Therefore, the ability to identify and treat compassion fatigue will be an additional tool to reduce 

the loss of this important class of higher education employee. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter offers a framework for understanding the experiences of Student Affairs 

professional.  The framework presented is multidimensional, much like the experiences and the 

roles in which the Student Affairs professionals engage.  Thus chapter illustrates the caring 

nature of the work that Student Affairs professionals engage in, which is purposeful and essential 

within higher education.  Also illustrated is the suggestion through the literature that the 

corrosive nature of caring has resulted in significant attrition within the profession, with many 

studies focusing on job satisfaction, burnout, and fatigue. In an effort to ameliorate this attrition, 

researchers have focused their attention on job satisfaction and burnout, further identifying the 

potentially caustic effects that this type of work has on an individual’s emotional well-being. 
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Also explored within this chapter was the concept of compassion fatigue, a “condition” 

that also impacts those in the caregiving professions, consistent with the expectations of those 

engaged in Student Affairs.  Compassion fatigue has been studied extensively within other 

segments of the helping professions such as nursing and social work.  Although there are many 

similarities between the work of Student Affairs professionals and those in the helping 

professions, there is no research regarding compassion fatigue and its connection to Student 

Affairs. 

Research has shown that although compassion fatigue has many symptoms in common 

with burnout, such as depersonalization and exhaustion, compassion fatigue manifests itself 

differently than burnout.  As explained above, burnout is a process that manifests over time.  

Conversely, compassion fatigue can be the result of a single incident. 

Given that Student Affairs professionals engage in a helping profession combined with 

the increasing complexity of the Student Affairs profession, it is necessary to examine 

compassion fatigue within this population.  With the issues cited with attrition and recruitment, it 

is important to research the cost that employment within this emotionally charged environment 

has on Student Affairs professionals. This study is intended to fill the gap in the current literature, 

discovering how compassion fatigue develops within this class of employee and to offer insights 

into how professionals effectively manage its impact. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

Recall, the purpose of this study is to identify the ways in which student affairs 

professionals in higher education in South Texas experience and negotiate their compassion 

fatigue in their everyday responsibilities. Research questions informing this study include: 

1. How do student affairs professionals experience compassion fatigue? 

2. What experiences influence the development of compassion fatigue in student affairs 

professionals? 

3. What experiences or strategies allow student affairs professionals to successfully cope 

with compassion fatigue?   

Rationale for Qualitative Research 

 Compassion fatigue describes observable behaviors experienced by an individual who 

has had exposure to those who have suffered and as a result suffer themselves (Figley, 2002).  

Representing a process, compassion fatigue depicts a “pattern of response during and following a 

traumatic event” (Figley, 1995, p. 8).  Figley (1999) also uses compassion fatigue and Secondary 

Traumatic Stress interchangeably and aligns his definition with those involved with traumatic 

material, similar to Post Traumatic Stress Disorder.  Joinson (1992), in addressing the burnout in 

nurses, developed the term compassion stress, a change that Figley (1999) acknowledges to 

soften the derogatory terms and “better describes the causes and manifestations of their duty-

related experiences” (p. 20).  Although there are some differences in how the term may be 

defined, what is consistent among the authors is that regardless of the name, “within the field of 

traumatic stress, there is a growing trend toward understanding individual differences in human 

adaptation to trauma” (McCann & Pearlman, 1990, p. 56).  Because the experience of 

compassion fatigue is personal and interpretive, qualitative research suits such an inquiry about 
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the experience of compassion fatigue. 

I align with the argument that it is appropriate to “conduct qualitative research because 

we need a complex, detailed understanding of the issue” (Creswell, 2007, p. 40) that “describes 

routine and problematic moments and meanings in individuals’ lives” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, 

p. 3).  In this study, I explored the routine and problematic moments in the participants’ lives in 

order to gather a complex, nuanced, deep, and detailed understanding of the experience of and 

coping with compassion fatigue.  In the following paragraphs, I describe how qualitative inquiry 

informed my understanding of the topic. 

Historically, Student Affairs professionals in post-secondary education were concerned 

with the development of students, or “the whole student” (Komives, Woodard & Assoc., 2003, 

p.63).  The whole student refers to a “student’s well-rounded development—physically, socially, 

emotionally, and spiritually—as well as intellectually” (American Council on Education, 1949, 

p.17).  The charge therefore for the Student Affairs professionals encompasses the entire 

complexity of the student condition, from empowering students to embracing their independence 

and interdependence, to caring about one another (Young, 2003).  Because the Student Affairs 

professionals are “charged with a variety of goals to enhance the quality of student life, support 

services and learning experiences” (Rosser & Javinar, 2003, p. 813), the study of the Student 

Affairs professionals could benefit from what Corbin and Strauss (2008) would recommend, a 

flexible and adaptable model for research. 

 In addition to a broad definition of purpose in student affairs, there exists a diversity of 

individuals who are employed in the Student Affairs profession (Mooney, 1993), each with a 

unique life story and experiences, and each prepared to interpret their events in a unique way. 

Qualitative inquiry allows the researcher to “study things in their natural settings, attempting to 
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make sense of or interpret phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them” (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2011, p. 3).  For this study, I was interested in understanding how the participants made 

meaning of their experiences while working with the students, how they negotiated their 

relationships with students, and the ways in which they described the influence of the 

relationships on their sense of self.  I aligned with the idea that, “qualitative research allows 

researchers to get at the inner experience of participants, to determine how meanings are formed 

through and in culture, and to discover rather than test variables” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 12).   

Embracing a qualitative approach allowed me to engage in the process of discovery, gaining 

some additional understanding of the “meaningful reality [that] was constructed” (Crotty, 1998, 

p. 53) by the student affairs professional. 

However, I knew that no matter how long I interacted with the participants or remained in 

the field, I was not really going to be able to gain a complete understanding or a true sense of the 

natural setting similar to the participants. This is because with my presence, the setting would no 

longer be natural and information collected would be understood through a collaborative, 

interpretive lens shared by the participant and me (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011).  In spite of knowing 

that I was not going to be able to really capture any kind of natural setting in its purest sense, I 

attempted to gather as much relevant data as I could for the study.  I used as my primary sources 

of data interviews, observations and visual analysis of data to create, “interconnected interpretive 

practices, hoping always to get a better understanding of the subject matter at hand” (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2005, p. 4).  This approach allowed me to make interpretations that were present in 

multiple data sources, thereby strengthening the veracity of the claims made. 

 With the variety of job descriptions and the issues that face Student Affairs professionals, 

attempting to find singular reasons for the high rate of attrition or to define the experiences that 
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cause compassion fatigue or burnout with any degree of certainty would appear to be futile.  

Several studies about attrition of Student Affairs professionals identified various possible reasons, 

without being able to explain the phenomenon (Lorden, 1998; Rosser & Javinar, 2003; Tull, 

2006; Boehman, 2007; Bender, 2009).  The causes for leaving are multifaceted and complex, 

defying the ability to find the reason behind staff members leaving an institution. Rosser & 

Javinar (2003) maintain that it “is an imperative that institutions throughout higher education 

continue to examine the quality of Student Affairs leaders’ professional and institutional work 

lives” (p. 825).  While this study does not contend in any way that it can make a singular 

connection between compassion fatigue and attrition, it attempts to shed some light on an issue 

that can impact the lives of Student Affairs professionals.  Qualitative inquiry, because of its 

ability to be “fluid, evolving and dynamic” (Strauss & Corbin, 2008, p. 13) is well situated to 

gain some understanding of the individualistic and complex processes experienced by the 

participants. 

My Exposure to Suffering 

Qualitative research is an inductive methodology that is meant to identify the 

phenomenon it seeks to define (Peshkin, 1993) by “seek[ing] how social experience is created 

and given meaning” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 10).  This can be brought about through “the 

intimate relationship between the researcher and what is being studied” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, 

p. 10).  Thus, the researcher becomes an integral part of the research process.  This means that 

the researcher is not value neutral, and any such claims to neutrality would not only be 

intellectually dishonest but also inaccurate. Therefore, I must begin by acknowledging my 

“subjectivities,” that inform my values, beliefs, and assumptions related to this study.  I 

understand that my “subjectivities are like garments that cannot be removed” (Peshkin, 1988, p. 
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17).  It is a reality that I am currently engaged in the field of student affairs.  Therefore, it 

becomes important to employ a methodological approach that acknowledges and embraces this 

reality instead of making claims that my position has no influence in my interpretation of 

findings. 

 In the spring of 1992, I was working in an animal shelter located in a small town in 

Wisconsin. The shelter was small, housing a total of seventeen dogs and twenty cats and served 

as the sole facility for two of the largest counties in the state.  While the community supported 

the notion of the shelter, and many would adopt from there, the number of unwanted and 

homeless animals would routinely outpace the ability of the shelter to house them.  This would 

then require that the humane officer (and president of the local animal league) would have to 

arrange for the euthanasia of the animals that were considered to be in excess of capacity.  It was 

clear that the humane officer cared for the animals and that he struggled with his decisions of 

which animal’s life he would have to terminate.  This continued in this fashion for many years 

with euthanasia happening at a startling rate.  

 The following summer, the board of directors and the humane officer made a startling 

declaration: They would become a no-kill shelter.  A no-kill shelter is an animal shelter that once 

it takes in a dog or cat, guarantees that it will not be euthanized.  Given the volume of animals 

that routinely came through the shelter, it seemed impossible that this could be accomplished. 

And it was.  Complaints from the city mounted because animals were not being picked up, as 

there was no more room at the shelter.  Animals, cage crazy and suffering in their kennels, were 

left to languish, and no other animals would be brought in, as the no-kill policy would stand as 

the force majeure.  The city council, unable to sate their constituents, decided to act.  They hired 

a shelter expert from the American Humane Association, Douglas Fakkema, to help assess the 
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problems at hand.  In his report to the city council, Mr. Fakkema noted many of the obvious 

issues involved with sheltering animals, such as keeping unadoptable animals and not providing 

the community with access to the facility.  He then highlighted a condition that he called 

“Euthanasia Fatigue” (Fakkema, undated). Euthanasia fatigue speaks to the suffering that animal 

shelter workers experience as they try to balance the care that they have for animals with the 

need to euthanize animals in light of the ongoing pet overpopulation problem.  Anger, emotional 

distancing and avoidance are all coping mechanisms that are routinely employed by shelter 

workers who seek to make sense of their reality (Fakkema, undated).  In this case, the humane 

officer made the shelter no-kill so that he could avoid the pain of having to make the decision 

about euthanizing an animal, while ignoring the plight of those animals that were denied access 

to the facility. 

 So how does this story relate to compassion fatigue in student affairs professionals?  As a 

twenty-one year veteran within student affairs, I realize that I am a rarity in this field.  High 

turnover plagues the higher education student affairs professional (Rosser, 2004; Mooney, 1993). 

I have seen many of my colleagues come into their positions with great enthusiasm, eager to start 

work with students, and within the timeframe of a year or two, become distraught with their 

positions.  This is due in large part to the emotional burden that they must carry while they 

perform their duties.  Student Affairs professionals are responsible not only for the development 

of students outside of the classroom; they must also provide the human services, such as 

counseling, late night crises intervention, and judicial matters.  As these emotional connections 

mount, Student Affairs professionals begin to show many of the same signs I witnessed with the 

animal shelter: anger, emotional distancing, and avoidance.  It was this realization of similarities 

that brought me to examine the phenomenon of compassion fatigue among Student Affairs 
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professionals. 

Methodological Framework 

 I used interpretivism and the specific lens of constructivism as methodological 

frameworks to guide this study.  Interpretivism “understands that the social world is an 

interpreted world, not a literal world, always under construction (or deconstruction!)” (Altheide 

& Johnson, 2011, p. 586).  To further this understanding and “focus on the individual or lived 

experience” (Crotty, 1998, p. 67), it was necessary to employ a framework that would allow me 

“ to make sense (or interpret) the meanings that others have about the world” (Creswell, 2007, p. 

21).  As the development of compassion fatigue is dependent on the individual and the 

experiences that they encounter (Figley, 1995; Figley, 2002; Bride, Radey, & Figley, 2007) it 

requires that the experiences of Student Affairs professionals be represented “as problematic, 

relativistic, situational, and partial” (Charmaz, 2009, p. 138).  In other words, my claims of 

understanding are not complete, not holistic, not generalizable to the population, but situated 

within the individual participant’s experiences, partial to our shared understanding, informed by 

the access I was able to gain to the participant’s world, and time I was able to spend with the 

information I gathered per participant.  The goal of interpretive work is different from goals of 

positivist research, where my focus is in creating in-depth understanding of experiences of 

compassion fatigue and negotiations of compassion fatigue for Student Affairs professionals.  In 

qualitative research, the reader is then encouraged to find common entry points to this research to 

identify transferable elements to his or her context instead of the researcher making such claims 

(Freeman, et.al. 2007).  

As a methodology, interpretivism makes a departure from the traditional experiment 

involving the scientific method that requires “observation, experiment and comparison” (Crotty, 
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1998, p. 22).  Crotty (1998) writes that traditionally, positivism “seeks to identify universal 

features of humanhood, society and history that offer explanation and hence control and 

predictability” (p. 67).  Instead, interpretivism seeks to “understand and explain human and 

social reality” (Crotty, 1998, p. 67) and can “reconstruct the understandings of the [participant’s] 

social worlds” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2007, p. 92).  With the view that each individual will 

experience the world differently, it becomes the role of the researcher to understand “the 

meanings given to events and the actions/interactions/emotions expressed in response, along with 

the context in which those actions and response occur” (Corbin, 2009, p. 38).  Interpretivism, 

therefore, is based on the subjective experiences of the individual and does not adopt any 

assumption that there is an objective, value neutral way to understand and explain human social 

reality in a contextualized in-depth manner.  

As this study is concerned with understanding the lived experience of Student Affairs 

professionals and their negotiation of compassion fatigue, the research questions sought to define 

what experiences, beliefs or events work to construct the development of compassion fatigue.  

This approach is consistent with the constructivist epistemology (Charmaz, 2006), which can be 

understood to be a part of or related to interpretivism (Schwandt, 2007). This is an important 

relationship as constructivists “acknowledge the relativity of the data” (Charmaz, 2009, p. 140) 

and the “mutual construction of data through interaction” (Charmaz, 2009, p. 141).  The goal of 

the research then is to understand how the participants constructed their reality by interpreting 

their experiences.  Crotty (1998) contends that “meaning is not discovered, it is constructed.  

Meaning does not inhere in the object, merely waiting for someone to come upon it…meanings 

are constructed by human beings as they engage with the world that they are interpreting” (pp. 

42-43).  By gaining insight into how student affairs professionals construct meaning from their 
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interactions with students I could develop an understanding about how the participants would 

then cope with compassion fatigue. 

Crotty (1998) asserts that at the core of understanding how an individual makes meaning 

is a concept that “all knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon 

human practices…developed and transmitted with an essentially social context” (p.42).  How the 

participants may have constructed their individual realities and then interpreted them shed light 

onto how they then viewed their interactions with others.  The interplay between human beings 

and environment suggests that the process is not a passive one, rather it is active and complex.  

To gain understanding of how individuals make meaning of their situations, and what conditions 

may influence their responses, sheds light on how individuals may construct their beliefs and 

impressions about the world (McCann & Pearlman, 1990).  The process of constructing meaning 

based on one’s experiences and interactions with others is aligned with constructivist framework 

(Crotty, 1998).  Taking into account the tenets of constructivism, which claims, “all meaningful 

reality, precisely as meaningful reality, is constructed” (Crotty, 1998, p. 55), it becomes 

important to explore the transactions that individuals have with the elements within their world.  

However, this would be impossible without having the influence of my similar personally 

constructed reality.   

Research Design 

I informed this interview study through the guidelines offered by deMarrais (2004), 

which I present in this section.  Interview studies are an effective way to gain insight into an 

individual’s experiences through several long and focused conversations.  It is through a series of 

open-ended questions and follow-up questions derived from the participant’s answers that can 

allow the researcher to construct an approximation of the participant’s experience.  The interview 
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itself is a focused, face-to-face discussion that is meant to prompt responses from the participant 

that relate directly with the research questions.  The interview study then relies on the lines of 

inquiry that answer the research questions. 

The questions for the interview itself are generated by the researcher ahead of the 

interview based on the researcher’s knowledge of theoretical assumptions as well as his/her 

research questions for the study.  These questions are then the jumping off point for the interview, 

however they do not necessarily represent the entirety of the questions to be asked.  Probing 

questions and follow-ups are necessary to begin to gain a deeper understanding of the 

participant’s experience.  In a typical interview scenario, the researcher guides the discussion 

with their questions, however with the goal of eliciting a response, the participant does most of 

the talking (deMarrais, 2004).   

The interview itself is not simply a question asked and then an answer offered.  The 

interview is a purposeful exchange between the interviewer and interviewee.  Finding meaning 

comes from not just the researcher’s interpretation of the words that will be transcribed from the 

interview, but from how meaning is constructed through the conversation.  How the researcher is 

situated within his/her theoretical understandings, plus the researcher’s life experiences and 

background, and other characteristics, influence how one pursues the interview and responds to 

participants.  The interview is a dance that has both parties filtering the interview experience 

through their respective worldviews. Together the researcher and participant construct the 

meaning found within the interview. 

The goal of the interview study is to gain understanding of a particular phenomenon 

through the lived experience of the participants (deMarrais, 2004).  Interview questions are 

meant to elicit how participants interpreted their experience.  The questions are not meant to gain 
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insight into causality; rather they are designed to elicit detailed descriptions of the experience. 

With the emphasis of the study on the lived experiences of the participants and the individual 

ways in which they negotiated compassion fatigue, an interview study seemed to be not only 

theoretically, but methodologically appropriate for this inquiry. 

Participants Selection and Gaining Access  

Charmaz (2006) states that researchers “aim to see this world as our participants do-from 

the inside” (p.14).  Using this as a basis of participant selection, I limited my invitations to 

participate in this study to those who currently held a position that was identified as a Student 

Affairs professional by their institution and who were employed at various levels: entry or low 

level, mid-level and senior leadership. 

To establish the criteria for selection in the study, I employed criterion-based selection to 

choose to whom I would send invitations.  Criterion-based selection of participants requires that 

“researchers specify characteristics and attributes of the population to be studied” (Roulston, 

2010, p. 81).  In this case, the criteria that was used to define the sample were those individuals 

identified by their institutions as working for student affairs, as defined by their job classification, 

and reporting lines through an executive leader whose responsibility included responsibility for 

student development outside of the classroom within organizational structure.  Moreover, 

because I served in a position of authority over some members within the institution at which I 

am employed, criteria was established for members of the institution that either worked directly 

for me, or whom I had indirect authority over, would not be included in this research study. 

 I selected three post-secondary institutions to extend invitations to potential participants.  

One institution was where I am currently employed and two additional institutions were situated 

in the South Texas area.  I then identified the senior executive in the department or division, as 
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defined by the institution’s organizational chart, which was accessible through each institution’s 

website.  Next, I identified the names of each of the executives and created an e-mail, requesting 

permission to conduct research at their respective institutions.  Included in the e-mail was a brief 

explanation of the consent, including all potential risks to potential participants, description of 

the study, an example of the e-mail that would be sent to the participants, and a scanned copy of 

the Internal Review Board approvals (See Appendix A).  I asked for an e-mail approval from the 

senior executive staff in the universities selected and offered a follow up telephone call to see if 

there were any questions.  All selected institutions provided me with written approvals to send 

out electronic invitations to employees within their respective oversight to participate in the 

study. 

Following the approvals of the respective institutions, I constructed an e-mail list of all 

potential participants that were listed in the staff directories in an Excel spreadsheet.  I utilized 

Microsoft Word to create a mail merge, which allowed me to send customized, private e-mails to 

each individual listed in the directory.  The e-mails contained an abbreviated version of the 

informed consent document (see Appendix B) as well as an invitation to contact me either 

through e-mail or by telephone. 

Those participants who chose to respond to the e-mail were then contacted individually 

via e-mail to establish a location for the meeting as well as defining a time to meet.  At the first 

meeting, each participant was given an informed consent document (see Appendix C) and they 

were encouraged to ask any questions that they might have about the study.  Additionally, each 

participant was informed that they could leave the study at any time.  Once the participant was 

satisfied, the consent document was signed and I made copies for the participant and myself.  At 

that point, we established an appointment for an initial in-depth semi-structured interview, visual 
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analysis visit, and observations as detailed in the consent form as part of the agreement for 

participant.  In all, thirteen people agreed to take part in the research study. 

All thirteen of the participants met the broad criteria of being employed in Student 

Affairs and those members from my place of employment were determined not to work for me 

directly or be indirectly influenced by my current position.  The broad demographics of the 

participants can be found in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Demographic characteristics of the participants 

Characteristic n 

Work in Student Affairs 
Years of Service in Student Affairs 

1-5 years 
6-10 years 
11-15 years 
16-20 years 

Gender 
Men 
Women 

Organizational Positioning (based on job title) 
Entry Level 
Mid-Level 
Senior Level 

 

13 
 
7 
1 
3 
2 
 
7 
6 
 
6 
5 
2 

 

 For the purpose of the study, the years of service was determined by the number of years 

that the professionals had worked at post-secondary institutions.  It did not include any 

experience that the participants may have had outside of a post-secondary institution.  Of the 

thirteen participants, seven individuals had worked in Student Affairs for less than five years.  

One individual had worked in higher education between six and ten years.  Three had worked at 

post-secondary institutions for between eleven and fifteen years and two had worked in higher 
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education between sixteen and twenty years.  The gender breakdown was fairly even among the 

participants with seven being male and six of the members being female. 

The positioning within the organizational structure was determined by examining the job 

title, job responsibilities available through each institutions human resources website, as well as 

each position location on the organizational chart.  Entry or low level indicated that the position 

did not include any supervisory responsibilities or required minimal qualifications for the 

position.  Six of the participants met this description.  Mid-level indicated that the position 

included some supervisory responsibilities as well as requiring either advanced degree or 

experience to gain entry.  Five individuals met these qualifications.  Finally, two participants met 

the description of a Senior Level Student Affairs professional.  Senior level indicated that these 

positions were responsible for supervising multiple departments within their organization as well 

as requiring advanced degrees and experience.  In all, the participants represented diversity in 

experience and organizational positioning. 

Research Sites 

 The research sites were limited to post-secondary institutions located in South Texas, 

which for the purpose of this study was defined as those institutions within the Rio Grande 

Valley.  Within the region of South Texas, there is one public, 4-year university, conferring 

baccalaureate, masters and doctoral degrees.  There is one community college/public, 4-year 

university combination, conferring certificates, associates, baccalaureate, masters, and doctoral 

degrees.  There are also two community colleges conferring certificates and associates degrees.  I 

selected as my research sites the public university, the community college/public, 4-year 

university and one community college to be represented in this study.  However, there were no 

respondents from the community college, so that site was not represented in the data. 
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Membership Role 

In this study, my role varied, depending on the site where the data collection took place.  

As such, I needed to be mindful of the influence that the study might have on my data collection.  

I was collecting data at the institution where I work as well as other institutions in South Texas. 

This influenced not only how I observed, but also what I observed (Spradley, 1980).  It is 

necessary then to define my roles based on the location. 

During this study, I was acting as an “insider/outsider” (Spradley, 1980, p. 57).   An 

insider/outsider can be defined as having two conflicting roles while interacting with the 

participants while collecting data.  An insider perspective incorporates personal knowledge, 

shared understanding into the analysis of the data because as the researcher and Student Affairs 

professional, I am also part of what is being studied (Spradley, 1980) and can relate easily to 

what the participants share with me.  While collecting data at my home institution, I am known 

to many around my campus as the Director of Residential Life, or the chief executive housing 

officer.  I am responsible for the management of the institution’s housing program, both from a 

student development perspective as well as from a physical/operational perspective.  My position 

organizationally lies within the Division of Student Affairs.  Therefore, as a colleague to the 

participants, I have insight, or insider information, into several social and personal relationships 

that exist on the campus as well as a general concept of the rules as they relate to social 

interactions.  I also share some common experiences with those who agreed to be a part of this 

study.  On the other hand, I play an outsider role as a researcher who is now not only a similarly 

situated individual but is also someone who is trying to gather information as part of an 

institutional requirement to collect dissertation data.  
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At other institutions, I was also able to achieve a certain level of insider status, although 

not to the same level of intimacy that I enjoyed at my home institution.  This insider status was 

established due to my 26 years of experience within the field of Student Affairs.  My experience 

gave me some credibility with the participants and legitimized my purpose in conducting the 

research.  But because I did not have knowledge of the social order and rules of the institution, 

my role was more of an outsider.  It became easier for me to take on the role of an 

outsider/observer while being able to gain access to people who were in a similar career as me.  

As an outsider/observer with participants who were not in my home institution, I was not 

connected to their institutional politics or history, as I was in my own campus.  Looking at the 

individuals and myself as actors interacting within the space, I found that I could construct the 

description without any influence of prior knowledge about departmental politics and history to 

influence my understanding of the person’s experiences.   

Data Collection Procedures 

I informed the data collection procedures through works in qualitative methods that 

would be considered related to interpretivism or constructivism.  Moreover, while this was not a 

Grounded Theory study, I found guidelines proposed within Grounded Theory for data collection 

and analysis that were relevant to this study.  Strauss and Corbin (2008) state that in order to 

have a quality analysis, one “must start with quality materials” (p. 27).  Thus, for this study, I 

collected data through interviews, participant observation, analytic memos and photographs.  In 

the following sections, I elaborate further on each method of data collection.  A complete 

inventory of data can be found in Table 2. For a complete timeline of data collection and analysis 

please see Appendix D. 
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Table 2 

Summary of Data Inventory 

Data Source Pages for Data source Total Pages 
 13 Interviews (45-1 hour) 
 

1 hour interview=20 pages 
 

260 

Journaling and Analytic 
memos (120 days) 

1 journal entry or analytic 
memo per day (minimum) 
 

120 

Visual Analysis (52) 3-4 pages per document 156 
 

Observations (13) 30 minute observation=5 pages 65 
 

Coding and Analysis (500) .5 page per data source 250 
 

TOTAL  851 
 

The majority of the data collected was through in-depth semi-structured interviews with an 

interview protocol.  Data collected through photographs of the participants’ personal office space 

for the purpose of a visual content analysis acted as an extension of the interview.  Additionally, 

observations of the participants’ general office space included several aspects of interactions 

between people as well as a general impression of the office space.  As a part of the reflexive 

nature of the study, analytical memos and journaling were used to memorialize connections, 

hunches, category and thematic development, as well as questions that I identified arising from 

the data. 

Interviews 

 The primary source of data collection methods for this study was in-depth interviews.  

The in-depth interview “fosters eliciting each participant’s interpretation of his or her experience” 

(Charmaz, 2006, p. 14) and allows the “participant to articulate his or her intentions and meaning” 

(p. 26).  Schwandt (2007) states that, the “interview process [is] a means of gaining direct access 

to an interviewee’s experience” (p.162).  The goal of the interview then, is to formulate the 
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questions to “elicit responses in the form of authentic feelings and meanings of the interviewee” 

(Schwandt, 2007, p. 162).  Knowing that the lived experiences of each of the participants is 

unique, the questions were designed to be open-ended in order to best gain access to the 

participants’ construction of reality and gain insight to how the participants made decisions.    

The initial semi-structured interview (Schwandt, 2007, p. 163) is an open-ended and intentional 

conversation, meant to elicit the full measure of the participant’s experience (Bailey, 1994) based 

on some pre-determined questions.  The researcher then uses probes to gain deeper insights 

based on the participants’ responses to the pre-determined questions.  Follow-up questions were 

derived from the participants’ personal story, “to construct as complete a picture as possible from 

the words and experiences of the participant” (deMarrais, 2004, p. 52).  Therefore, the interview 

was the primary vehicle to gain an increased understanding into the ways in which participants 

constructed their worldview and negotiated compassion fatigue. 

The interviews were conducted in a location where the participants felt comfortable so 

that they could respond openly and freely. Interviews ranged from 45 minutes to an hour based 

on the participant’s answers to the initial semi-structured interview questions and the resulting 

follow-up questions. 

I began by using four scripted, open-ended questions to initiate the process, but left the 

interview largely unscripted. The scripted questions were: 

1. Describe for me a time when you felt emotionally connected with a student’s situation 

2. Describe for me the moment when you recognized that you were becoming emotionally 

connected with a student 

3. Describe the situation or events surrounding the development of the emotional 

connection. 
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4. Can you think of a time when you did not connect emotionally with a student?  Why or 

what was different about that situation? 

5. On a timeline, illustrate for me from the time that you first realized that you were 

emotionally connected with a student to the time that you felt that you were able to 

distance yourself emotionally.  Describe for me what is happening along the way. 

Strauss and Corbin (2008) state that “the most data dense interviews are those that are 

unstructured” (p. 27) allowing the researcher to obtain quality materials to analyze that represent 

the participants’ own words. Using open-ended questions as a design “allow[ed] the participants 

to engage in the process more freely” (deMarrais, 2004, p. 53) and permitted the “participant to 

articulate his or her intentions and meaning” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 26). An example of the 

participant’s free response to an open-ended question can be seen in Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1.  An example of the participant’s free response to an open-ended question 

Doug: Tell me about a time when you felt that you were emotionally connected to a student’s 
situation. 
 
Holly: Well let me tell you about Wednesday 
 
Doug: OK 
 
Holly: Wednesday a student came in—How detailed do you want me to be? 
 
Doug: As detailed as you want to be. 
 
Holly: The student was a [program participant] She was a fourth year student, and she came 
into my office—it looked like a regular meeting.  But as she came in, I could tell—that she 
got a little soft voiced.  I asked if she wanted to shut the door, and she did.  Then she starting 
crying.  She went on to tell how about she felt depressed and then her problems with 
schoolwork.  Um, we talked about it and I asked a bunch of questions about how she was 
feeling...and afterwards, after she left, I didn’t get out until six o’clock, told, um, my 
supervisor about it.  I thought about it the whole night and then into Thursday… 
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One technique used in the interview was falsification. Popper (2002) concluded that in 

order for statements to be considered empirically tested, they “must be capable of conflicting 

with possible, or conceivable, observations.” (p. 51). By using this technique, I was able to ask 

the participant to describe experiences that contrasted their previous statements and thus allowed 

me to confirm, or disconfirm my evolving interpretation of the participant’s experience 

(Schwandt, 2007). An example of a participant’s response can be found in figure 2. 

 

Figure 2. An example of falsification 

Falsification provided trustworthiness and strength to the data by identifying any corroborative 

or faulty interpretations of the data (Kvale & Brinkman, 2009).   

 Thus, using interviews as a primary method of data collection allowed me to gain deep 

insights into the participants’ ways of constructing reality.  Moving between insider/outside 

status also allowed me to relate to the participants well, establish rapport, and ask probing 

questions for areas where I did not have insider’s knowledge and understanding.  

Observations 

Observations were a powerful tool that allowed me to “be right where the action is” 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 30) and to experience first-hand “how people construct meanings” 

(Charmaz, 2009, p. 144).  Because of my insider status, I was able to gain access to the general 

office areas where the participants worked.  In addition, because I was known on the campuses, 

my presence did not feel out of place or awkward (to my knowledge) to those interacting in the 

space.  I am reminded of Strauss and Corbin (2008) highlighting that observations can “articulate 

Doug: Looking at the flip side of this, can you think of a time when you have not had an 
emotional connection with a student’s situation? 
 
Willard: Well [student program] has been a real challenge for me.  And part of this I think 
are some other strengths I have is charm and being able to relate to just about 
anybody….but in this situation I can not accomplish that…and it drives me nuts! 
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the subtleties of what goes on in interactions between themselves and others” (p. 29-30).  During 

observations, I constructed field notes, which were brief abbreviated notes to myself that 

documented my interpretation of what as going on in the space.  After the observation was 

completed, I expanded the field notes, adding in the rich description that provided the additional 

context that was used in the analysis immediately after I left the observation site.  Figure 3 gives 

an example of the abbreviated field notes and an accompanied expanded field note.  

Field notes Expanded Field Notes 

• Tiles are yellowed an worn 
• These floors have seen a lot of traffic 
• Area feels dated 
• Cinder blocks make up the walls of the 

room 
• Obvious that there is a lot of paint on 

them 
• Couple of chips let you see just how 

many layers there are 
• The colors are faded now 

 

Walking into the main portion of the office, the 
tiles on the floor appear to be from another 
era…the edges are worn down from years of 
neglect and over polishing.  The grout between 
each tile carries with it the million footsteps 
that have traveled it through its lifetime.  The 
cocoa-brown color is something that resembles 
an old coffee mug from a diner. Looking 
around the room, the walls are made up of 
concrete cinder blocks.  The details of the 
blocks are muted with years of paint applied to 
them, with paint filling each of the pits that 
allow you to tell that they are cinder block 
walls.   

Figure 3.  An example of expanding field notes 

Through the expanded field notes, additional information regarding the context of the 

participant’s experience was gained (Creswell, 2007).  The observations allowed me to better 

understand the relationship of the participant with their environment and discover some of the 

subtleties that may have otherwise been overlooked or not articulated during the interview 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2008) (See Figure 4).  
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Figure 4.  Observation that provided additional insight as to the participant’s relationship to 
environment 

As I watch people trying to navigate their way into Donna’s office, there are several 
different hurdles that each much clear to get to her office.  A large counter runs the 
length of the room, and at the end, there is a doorway.  It looks awkward cutting 
through what once was a larger space.  The counter is not staffed, so how each person 
gets through is like watching people figuring out a maze.  The walls are largely bare, 
except in few places that have posters about financial aid and general institutional 
posters.  It gives the room a feeling that nothing personal is being offered.  This is in 
contrast to Willard’s area that had handmade posters crafted by the students and 
pictures of student’s having fun at a program.   
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Spradley (1980) asserts that a “participant observer comes to a social situation with two 

purposes: (1) to engage in activities appropriate to the situation and (2) to observe the activities, 

people and physical aspects of the situation” (p. 54).  In this case, I started with a broad 

observation of space by using a “grand tour observation” (Spradley, 1980, p. 77). Grand tour 

observation is meant to describe major features within the space that would be part of the 

common experience of being in the space, such as lighting, textures, distances and physical 

structures in the room.  For the grand tour, I would begin by describing the area from the 

standpoint of someone entering into the space for the first time, attempting recreate the details 

and feelings associated with them (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5. An example of a grand tour observation 

Walking into the main portion of the office, the tiles on the floor appear to be from 
another era…the edges are worn down from years of neglect and over polishing.  The 
grout between each tile carries with it the million footsteps that have traveled it through 
its lifetime.  The cocoa-brown color is something that resembles an old coffee mug from a 
diner. Looking around the room, the walls are made up of concrete cinder blocks.  The 
details of the blocks are muted with years of paint applied to them, with paint filling each 
of the pits that allow you to tell that they are cinder block walls.  The paint is a faded 
orange color that looks awkward when matched against the faded tile floors. Looking to 
the left of the entryway, is a large, brown bookshelf, approximately 8 feet tall, and three 
feet wide.  It looks new and out of place sitting on the faded tiles.  On the bookshelf are 
some trophies from various sports, each one with a small gold figure on top that 
represents the sport that it was awarded for.  There are some noticeable gaps between 
some of the trophies, almost beckoning the athletes who look at it to fill the dusty spot. 
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Using a constructivist lens, the subsequent observations became more detailed, when I focused 

on the interactions between people, people and space (Charmaz, 2009), people and general 

activity (Spradley, 1980).  

 

Figure 6.  An example of expanded field notes of students interacting with students 

For example, the interactions between people included how students interacted with each other in 

the space (Figure 6), or the interactions between the participant and how they arranged their 

general office space (Figure 7), or simply how students or visitors moved about in the space 

(Figure 8). 

 

Figure 7.  An example of expanded field notes of the general office space. 

 

Figure 8. An example of expanded field notes of students and visitors moving about the space. 

With the large open space, and the desks facing the middle of the room, it seems to 
invite people to move about freely and appears to encourage interactions between 
the staff members and students.  Students seem to be drawn to this area, moving 
about freely about the space.  Students are huddled around a laptop that is being 
held by another student, apparently sharing the video that he found.  The staff 
come out of their office every once in a while, occasionally stopping to speak with 
the students who are just hanging around. 

As I enter into the office space where the office of Holly is located, I am struck 
that the entire space is open, with no walls intervening from where I entered to the 
far wall.  The walls are full of programs that all of the people who work in this 
space have been a part of planning.  All of the desks in the large space are pushed 
up against the walls, as though to mak the space look even emptier in the center.  
On one of the walls, there is a large collage that was put together by the students 
consisting of several different personal pictures, words cut out from magazines 
and brightly colored construction paper.  In total the office seems to be casual and 
inviting.  This perception is aided by the papers strewn about some of the flat 
surfaces. 

The students are sitting in the middle of the large space, positioned at a table 
covered with promotional items, such as t-shirts, cups and some handouts.  They 
appear to be putting together little kits, perhaps to give away at an event.  They 
students are very happy, joking loudly as they do their work.  The noise does not 
seem to bother Willard, who is working at his desk in his office.  The students 
don’t seem particularly engrossed in their work, but enjoy doing it as they talk. 
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The observations occurred unannounced so that I was able observe actions and 

interactions of students and the Student Affairs professionals as naturally as much as possible 

(Strauss & Corbin, 2008).  The observations were thirty minutes in length and after which 

expanded field notes were constructed.   

In total, I invested six months conducting observations, which allowed me to become a 

part of the environment where the participants worked.  Additionally, I was able to gain cultural 

insights of the space in which the participants worked, from an outsider/researcher perspective, 

especially in institutions other than my home institution.  Overall, observations, while not the 

primary method of data collection, still contributed to deep understanding of the participants’ 

negotiations of experiences in their workspaces. 

Photographs 

I used photographs as another key source of information for this study.  Photographs can 

be used to describe as one of the “methods used to analyze human-environmental relationships in 

visual mediums” (Zannoti, Glover & Sepez, 2010, p.121).  Clarke (2005) asserts, “There are 

visual materials in most, if not in all of the situations of inquiry that we research” (p. 205).  

While the visual analysis “alone is seldom able to support statements about the…interpreted 

meaning of a domain of representation” (Bell, 2001, p.13), it allowed me to “come to fuller terms 

with their rich and dense contributions to social life” (Clarke, 2005, p. 205).  The gathering of 

visual materials provided me with some additional context in understanding how the participants 

would construct and then represent their worldviews.  In effect, the visual analysis of 

photographs allowed for a deeper understanding of the participant’s experience by in effect 

“extending the interview” (Banks, 2007, p. 59) as well as the observations.  The analysis of the 

photographs then became a powerful tool in understanding each participant’s frame of reference 
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when describing how they construct their relationships with others (Figure 9).  

 

Figure 9.  An example of a photograph that was used for visual analysis.  The placement of 
objects on the bookshelf can give additional insight. This is not a photo of a participant’s office. 

After gaining approval from the participants, I used a digital camera to take pictures of 

the participants’ office space to gain some perspective and insight into my research questions.  

Through the photographs, I was able to extend the interview by interacting with the data in the 

context of the information provided verbally by the participant.    

Another approach I used while integrating photographs was to document the photograph 

in its altered form.  I chose to do so to preserve confidentiality and not reveal identifying details 

within the photograph.  The process of altering the photographs was to import the photograph 

into an Apple app called “FunSketch Lite.”  This program allowed me to import a photograph 
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and alter it to resemble a pencil drawing.  The output allowed me to show enough detail so that 

others could see what was being used in the analysis, while still maintaining participant 

confidentiality (Figure 10). 

 

The photographs provided deeper meaning to the interview, by examining what the 

participants chose to display as representing their views and beliefs and how they understand 

their world (Croghan, Griffin, Hunter, & Phoenix, 2008).  Clarke (2005) refers to visual images 

as important components of the analytical process that provide rich data, and must not be 

overlooked. “[W]e can engage them, to seek to understand how visually it is constitutive of those 

situations, and come to fuller terms with their rich and dense contributions to social life” (Clarke, 

2005, p. 205).  Through the analysis of the photographs, rich insights regarding what the 

participant valued were obtained. 

Figure 10. An example of an altered photograph. 
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Figure 11.  An example of a detailed deconstruction of the photograph section 

Using analytic memos (described below) and journal entries to document my analysis, I created a 

detailed deconstruction (Figure 10) of the photograph as well as employed focused codes to 

summarize my findings. The goal of the analysis was to create documentation that 

“accompan[ies] the visual data” (Author’s italics, Saldana, 2009; p. 43) and provided me with 

additional tools to add to my analysis (Clarke, 2005).  Visual analysis gave me insight into the 

unspoken ideals of the participants.  

 Photographs became a key source of information because it allowed me another way to 

triangulate information gathered in this study. Moreover, photographs offered a context of the 

workspace of the participants, how they organized their own workspace, what they chose to 

emphasize, keep at eye level for visitors to see immediately as they entered the participants’ 

office and what was relegated outside of the immediate line of vision, in addition to other 

analytic insights.  

Analytic Memos and Journal 

I used analytical memos heavily through all stages of data collection and analysis. 

Analytical memos allow the researcher to “capture the comparisons and connections you make” 

Visual Analysis-Willard, Photo 2, Section 2B 
 
This is the main part of his desk and it seems mostly chaotic. The bottom 
of his monitor has post-its tagged onto it, most of which appear to have 
been there for a long time.  Behind his keyboard are piles of disks, 
presumably completed post-its, or they got weary and fell.  There are two 
binders that seem to be the current items, as they are on top.  On his second 
monitor, facing the seating area, there is a child's drawing, given to him 
from his son. Everything is placed in a semi-circle around the seating area, 
showing that the items are placed there for convenience of the moment.  
The personal items are continually highlighted and showcased, again, 
showing that this is the way that he prefers to be thought of as well as how 
he identifies himself. 
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(Charmaz, 2006, p. 72).  Memos can capture the “immediate illustration of an idea” (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967, p. 108) that creates the “written record of our analysis” (Strauss & Corbin, 2008, p. 

117).  Memos were an important part of the inductive process because they allowed me the 

opportunity to create “working and living documents” (Strauss & Corbin, 2008, p. 118) and they 

became a valuable part of the overall data analysis.  The writing of analytic memos started at the 

beginning of the data analysis and created a written record of my cumulative thinking as I 

distilled a complex process (Strauss & Corbin, 2008).  Memos became an important part of the 

analysis as they encouraged the development of my ideas; capturing theoretical notions that 

allowed me to “work with concepts rather than the raw data” (Strauss & Corbin, 2008, p. 120).   

Although memos did not replace the creation of a research journal, they become an additional 

tool in the analysis (Figure 12).  

 

Figure 12. An example of an analytical memo 

The analytical memos provided me with an opportunity to explore my thoughts about the context 

of the data as well as explore the methodological processes reflexively (Lempert, 2007). Memos 

were created and cross referenced using Omni Outliner and NVIVO 8 and reflected moments 

during the analysis where I felt that I gained insights on emerging codes, categories and themes 

(Charmaz, 2006; Saldana, 2009).  

Memo 6/12/2012 Lydia 
 
Participant shows some indication of having an external locus of control, given 
the desire to attain outcomes.  When the focus is an external locus of control, 
the validation for the work comes from the outside, whether doing a good job 
that gets you recognized or that others make you look good.  But when the self 
is so tightly wound with the external locus of control, any lack of that 
validation makes her self suffer.  Some will rise to the occasion; others may 
use it as a rationalization as to why they aren’t successful. 
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 Memos were used in addition to the research journal to document the progression of 

thoughts and direction in research.  The journaling in qualitative research allows the researcher 

to “record observations or record thinking that is more detailed or more reflective than marginal 

comments…occurring at all stages of the research process” (Bazeley, 2013, p. 103). Journaling 

was another way in which I recorded my thoughts as the study progressed as they occurred.  

Often the journal was the first stopping point as the data was being analyzed, capturing the raw 

thoughts before they could be placed into analytical memos (Glesne, 2011).  Journal entries 

could also allow me to be reflective and proactively address my subjectivities and mitigate any 

potential influence of my insider role in the data analysis.  An example of a journal entry can be 

found in Figure 13. 

 

Figure 13.  A sample of a journal entry 

  

Journal Entry 11/12/12 
Self Building:  
I have begun to notice that it appears that the sense of self is being tied to the 
ability to help people.  When something is outside of their ability to help, it 
begins to create the emotional connection and then appears to change their 
worldview.  They seem to be linked in someway to success and failure 
somehow.  For example Andrew today mentioned that he felt obsessed with a 
young lady who said that she was raped.  This led to him having problems 
sleeping and not able to focus on anything but the young lady.  I would 
imagine that would be the case for anybody though.  Did he have some other 
connection to the situation, other than through this meeting?  Didn’t feel I 
could go there…He did appear to show some signs of emotional relief, even 
through the retelling.  It is as though his body recalls the stress of the moment 
and the pain that he felt.  Along with the relief I saw him also relive the joy he 
felt with helping this young lady.  But it does appear that there is a link 
somehow between how he perceives his self and how he perceives his actions 
in the story. 
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Data Management and Data Analysis 

As described in the data collection procedures, this study required extensive fieldwork, 

and a significant amount of recordings, transcriptions, field notes, memos, and photographs.  

Schwandt (2007) writes that it is “absolutely essential…to design a system for organizing, 

cataloging, and indexing materials” (p. 61).  As my primary tools for storing the data, I used two 

software programs to manage my data. I imported my data first into Omni Outliner, version 3.1, 

and then in QSR NVIVO, version 8, on my personal, password-encoded computer in order to 

have the data time coded as well as to facilitate the analysis. Each software program is designed 

to store data and create cross-reference points that allowed me to interact with the data.  The two 

software programs were maintained as the limitations of the Omni Outliner in the analysis of the 

data was quickly realized. While I could cross-reference the items that were entered into the 

Omni Outliner, all of the data needed to be entered manually.  In contrast, NVIVO is specifically 

designed for research so the raw data could be imported and manipulated in one platform.  

However, due to incompatibilities between the two software platforms, data stored in one 

software could not be copied directly to the other.  Hard copies of materials and recordings were 

maintained in a locked filing cabinet in my home office. 

The data was then analyzed, using grounded theory techniques, such as line-by-line 

coding using gerunds, initial coding and then comparing each instance to one another, to reduce 

the data to more general focused codes.  The focus codes from all of the data sources were 

brought together at the point of synthesis.  At the point of synthesis, the data was further reduced, 

bringing together focused codes into broader categories.  The categories were then arranged into 

themes, to represent the processes that were discovered.  Figure 14 summarizes the model used 

in the data analysis process. A detailed explanation follows to explain these data analysis 
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processes.  
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Line-by-Line coding 

Theme Development 

Building Capacity Internal and External 
Locus of Control 

Relational, Conditional 
and Transitional Profiles 

Synthesis of the Data 

Figure 14. The model for data analysis 
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The model presented reflects the iterative process of data analysis.  Although presented in 

a linear format, the process is circular and often difficult to describe because many stages of data 

analysis occurred simultaneously.  During data analysis, I continued to use journaling and 

memoing to clarify my thoughts and gain deeper analytical insights which is demonstrated in the 

model.  Once I transcribed one interview, I analyzed the interview using line-by-line coding 

(Charmaz, 2006). Line-by-line coding is defined as “an initial coding strategy which prompts 

you to study your data closely, line-by-line—and begin conceptualizing your ideas” (Charmaz, 

2006, p. 11).  An example of line-by-line coding is in Figure 15.  

Figure 15. An example of line-by-line coding 

Note that each code utilizes gerunds (‘ing’) so that the codes maintain an active voice and can 

allow for the recognition of processes (Glaser, 1978; Charmaz, 2006).  This method allowed me 

to remain close to data and observe various processes of negotiations and what informed such 

negotiations.  I was also able to see how the participants’ language changed as a result of 

Um…the student was an African American male 
who has, who had a real outgoing personality, but 
he had real troubles in his background.  Well he had 
committed a violation in housing and he had to 
come in to see us.  And I believe the violation had 
to do with domestic violence.  And that he had 
assaulted the girl he was dating or seeing in some 
way, shape, or form.  And so he had to come in 
front of the two of us, who he knew as ah as 
advocates for minority students and student 
programmers and all that other kind of stuff.  And 
as we were trying to follow the procedures for 
discipline, this young man then began to share his 
entire personal history.  Which had a lot to do with 
neglect, um, abandonment, ah, unachievable goals 
and that he had goals, but nobody to support him to 
attain them.  Um ah, he began to cry.  I began to 
cry. 

Describing the student 
Creating the context 
Creating a reason to connect 
Creating the context 
Playing it down 
Relating the shocker 
Relating the shocker 
Playing it down 
Aligning with the student 
Defining herself as advocate 
Making herself sound good 
Trying to follow procedures 
Changing her description to victim 
Starting to feel guilty 
Displaying her values 
Creating a reason to help 
Making the connection 
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negotiations where they first referred to the student they were helping as “They” and later shifted 

to a relational reference to “We” indicating that the participant and the student were in a 

collaborative relationship to resolve the problem with which the student needed assistance.  

Next, I expanded the description of photographs. Expanding the description of 

photographs involved taking each photograph and breaking the visual image into six blocks.  

Each block was then analyzed individually, examining each item that was contained there, and 

then creating an expanded narrative of what was seen in the picture, moving systematically 

frame-by-frame (Clarke, 2005).  An example of the expanded description is in Figure 16.  I have 

not added the accompanied picture due to some identifiable details present in the picture.  

Section 1 B 
This section has more personal items with pictures of her family as well as a collage 
picture of people who work within her work group. Next to it is a picture ferris wheel, with 
pictures of her children at different ages. This, although not attached to the wall, has a 
position of prominence.  Like her degrees, this is how she identifies herself, consistent with 
what she has said in her interview. There is a clock and picture frame combination right 
next to the ferris wheel, with a picture of she and her husband.  It has a silver frame.  It is 
angled toward the ferris wheel, as almost to insinuate the connection between the two 
items. 
Figure 16. An example of one frame expanded description of the visual analysis 

Next I expanded the field notes from an observation.  Field notes were abbreviated notes 

comprised of short phrases, key words, or even diagrams of what the researcher experiences 

(Lofland, 1971).  Then, as soon as possible after the observation, the abbreviated field notes were 

expanded into fuller descriptions of what occurred during the observation (Bailey, 2007).  An 

example of expanded field notes is in Figure 17. 

Field notes Expanded Field notes 

Very dark inside 

Seems like a dungeon 

Very still and quiet 

As I walk into the building, I am struck with 
how dark it is inside.  All of elements within 
the room seem like they are contributing to the 
darkness: the dark brick seems cold and 
unwelcoming, and because of the air 
conditioning is damp.  It almost seems like a 
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Large windows surround the large empty area 

Office doors are all closed 

Light is just peeking out 

Nobody is here…tough observation 

dungeon.  There are offices all the way around 
the room, each one with large window that 
faces the center of the large open space.  All of 
the curtains on the offices are closed, with just 
a touch of light escaping around each of the 
corners of the piece of fabric, almost teasing 
the darkness.  It is hard to see if there are any 
people in the offices, which is strange given 
that the name of the building is student 
services.  I am all alone in this space with 
exception of hearing the occasional voice, 
coming from somewhere within the building. 
 

Figure 17.  An example of expanded field notes 

After expanding descriptive details of photographs and observations, I conducted initial 

coding on the expanded descriptions. Initial coding refers to “a breaking down of the qualitative 

data into discrete parts and comparing them for similarities and differences” (Saldana, 2009, p. 

81).  It is particularly useful for non-interview based data, facilitating the interpretation of the 

data (Clarke, 2005).  The initial coding cycle is broader than the line-by-line in that the break 

down of data is to look at artifacts and researcher generated interpretations and the development 

of processes (Charmaz, 2006). An example of initial coding is demonstrated in Figure 18. 

Section 1 B 
This section has more personal items with pictures of her family as 
well as a collage picture of people who work within her work 
group. Next to it is a picture ferris wheel, with pictures of her 
children at different ages. This, although not attached to the wall, 
has a position of prominence.  Like her degrees, this is how she 
identifies herself, consistent with what she has said in her 
interview. There is a clock and picture frame combination right 
next to the ferris wheel, with a picture of she and her husband.  It 
has a silver frame.  It is angled toward the ferris wheel, as almost 
to insinuate the connection between the two items. 

• Internalizing 
• Valuing 
• Showcasing 

Relationships to 
others 

• Keeping 
Pictures 
prominent 

• Self identity 

Figure 18.  An example of initial coding 

 Initial coding added another layer of focus to a broader chunk of the data.  I used this new 

found insightful layered understanding of data and compared to the insights I gained during line-
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by-line coding.  Therefore, I was able to compare my understanding from the photographs to the 

ways in which the participants spoke about their relationships with students.  I verified these 

understandings later in member-check interviews to maintain accuracy and integrity of the study. 

Next, I took all of the codes that were generated from the initial and line-by-line coding 

and began the process of focus coding.  Focus coding is a grounded theory coding technique that 

examines the entire body of data, sorting the codes into analytical categories (Saldana, 2007).  It 

is a method that allows the researcher to “separate, sort and synthesize large amounts of data” 

(Charmaz, 2006, p. 11).  An example of focused coding can be found in Figure 19. 

Line-by-line codes Focused Codes 
• Talking critically of self 

• Using value talk 

• Showing his connection 

• Trying to develop a personal 

context 

• Showing he can save them 

• Critical of self 
• Finding 

connections 
• Taking on 

responsibility 

• Reinforcing position of 

authority 

• Telling me why they are 

important 

• Trying to make it important 

• Giving me “the company line” 

• Rationalizing failures 

• Seeking approval 
• Establishing self 

context (others) 
• Damage Control 

Figure 19.  An example of focused coding 

 As the focused coding continued, I was able to identify certain salient patterns in the form 

of themes.  The themes identified were the “the outcome of the coding, categorization and 

analytic reflection” (Saldana, 2007, p. 13).  The themes represent processes that have emerged as 

a result of the distillation of data.  An example of the data reduction can be found in Figure 20. 
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Line-by-line and Initial codes Focused codes Themes 

• Talking critically of self 

• Using value talk 

• Showing his connection 

• Trying to develop a personal 

context 

• Showing he can save them 

• Critical of self 
• Finding 

connections 
• Taking on 

responsibility 

Internal Locus of Control 

• Reinforcing position of 

authority 

• Telling me why they are 

important 

• Trying to make it important 

• Giving me “the company line” 

• Rationalizing failures 

• Seeking approval 
• Establishing self 

context (others) 
• Damage Control 

External Locus of Control 

Figure 20.  An example of the data reduction process 

 This data reduction process allowed me to identify three broad themes that were (1) 

Relationship building and locus of control, (2) Relational conditional, and transitional profiles, 

and (3) Building capacity and developing solutions.  Each theme was informed by categories 

developed in various processes of coding and comparing information from one data source to 

another.  All of these data management and analysis processes were further enhanced through 

deep reflexive work documented in memos and in the researcher journal. In the next section, I 

elaborate the ways in which the identification of themes influenced decisions made for data 

representation. 
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Data Representation 

Based on the thematic findings, I made decisions about how to represent the data where 

complex and varied understandings of personal experiences became salient.  The findings 

derived from conducting data analysis could be demonstrated with the following thematic outline. 

1. Relationship building and locus of control 

a. Visual cues influenced by locus of control 

i. Examination of visual cues 

b. Justifications, Successes and Failures in Relationships 

i. Examination of Justifications, Success and Failures in Relationships 

c. Discussion of relationship building influenced by locus of control  

2. Relational, conditional, and transitional profiles 

a. Descriptions of profile 

i. Relational profile 

ii. Conditional profile 

iii. Transitional profile 

b. The Relational Profile and Compassion Fatigue 

i. The story of Relational Rachael 

c. Conditional Profile and Compassion Fatigue 

i. The Story of Conditional Chuck 

d. Transitional Profile and Compassion Fatigue 

i. The Story of Transitional Ted 

3. Building capacity and developing solutions 

a. The Development and Experience of Compassion Fatigue 
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b. Coping with Compassion Fatigue and Building Capacity 

c. Examination of Building capacity and developing solutions 

 

The bolded text above demonstrates broad themes that were identified as a result of data 

analysis. Underneath each theme are categories of information that support the theme. In other 

words, Visual cues influenced by locus of control, Justifications, Successes and Failures in 

Relationships, and Discussion of relationship building influenced by locus of control are all 

categories of information that support the broad theme of Relationship building and locus of 

control.  

Relationship building and locus of control were represented through its three 

subcategories. These representations involved a visual analysis, presenting altered photographs 

to illustrate the influence of locus of control expressed through location of items in the 

participant’s space. It also included an analysis of individual cases and the influence of locus of 

control on how each participant justified their reasons for entering into a relationship as well as 

how they judged whether or not their interactions were successful or not.  The decision to do so 

was because the influence of locus of control has a unique expression for each participant, based 

on the reality that they have constructed for themselves.  The locus of control emerged as a 

central element in the development of compassion fatigue. An example of this representation 

could be seen in the experiences of Holly (Figure 21). 
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Reflecting on the next theme, Relational, conditional, and transitional profiles, I realized 

that the participants’ experiences and negotiations of those experiences were fitting into profiles 

with certain common characteristics. Therefore, I created composite characters for each profile 

that reflected the behaviors and experiences of the participants within the different profiles. For 

example the Relational profile represented those participants that had an internal locus of control, 

sought out relationships, connected quickly emotionally and have potential to suffer from 

compassion fatigue.  All of the participants who fit into one profile were portrayed in the 

composite character of each of the profiles.  An example of a composite creation of the profile 

could be seen below in the story of Conditional Chuck, who represented the Conditional Profile 

(Figure 22). 

Holly.  Holly has only been engaged as a student affairs professional for a few years.  

Holly’s desk was an “L” shaped desk, which was placed against the wall so that it created a 

large area immediately inside the door.  The length of the one “arm” of the desk did not allow 

for an alternative placement of the desk.  Located on the wall behind her desk are examples of 

academic regalia and group pictures of her students.   On top of her bookshelf, at roughly the 

same height of the pictures of her students, were pictures of her and her family, along with 

gifts that she had received from her students (figure 3).  The bottom two shelves of the 

bookshelf were reserved for manuals and binders that stored her work.   Holly’s office 

appeared to be dedicated to her students and their successes.  Adjacent to her desk, Holly has 

a bulletin board that highlights successes of her students (figure 4). The bulletin board is 

covered with newspaper articles and pictures with little space left in between them. 

 Figure 21.  An example of the representation of the analysis of the theme “Relationship Building 
and Locus of Control” 
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I then explored how participants categorized in each profile negotiated their experiences 

of compassion fatigue. I found similarities between Relational and Transitional profile 

participants in how they negotiated compassion fatigue while participants in Conditional profile 

shared a different experience of the negotiations.  Participants grouped in the Conditional profile, 

did not appear to connect emotionally to a student’s issue, focusing instead on the outcomes 

recognized by others.  Their descriptions of their experiences were not consistent with those have 

suffered from compassion fatigue.  On the other hand participants in Relational and Transitional 

profiles reported development of compassion fatigue in some form or another. I decided to 

document these experiences through composite narratives, as the experiences were common to 

the participants who were listed in each profile.  An example of how Ted, the composite 

character representing people labeled in Transitional profiles, negotiated compassion fatigue 

could be seen in Figure 23. 

As we begin the interview, I ask Chuck to describe a time for me where he 

connected to a student on an emotional level.  Chuck takes a moment to think about his 

response.  Chuck says, “Emotionally connected?  I mean there are so many examples that 

I know of that I experienced throughout the time that I have been here.  I just can’t think 

of a specific one that comes to my mind right away.”  Chuck takes a moment to think a bit 

longer and makes another comment.  “Do mean emotionally connected in a positive or a 

negative way?” Chuck asks.  I answer that it is whatever he would like to share.  After a 

few more delays, it is apparent that Chuck is trying to think of his example, buying time 

with his questions.  I let Chuck think, allowing the silence to build.  Finally, Chuck’s face 

lights up as he thinks of his example, and he begins to share his story. 

 
Figure 22.  An example of the representation of the participants through a composite 
character, from the theme “Relational, Conditional and Transitional Profiles” 
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Figure 23.  An example of the negotiation of compassion fatigue from the theme “Relational, 
Conditional, and Transitional Profiles”  

 In the last thematic representation, the same composite characters represented how they 

coped with their reported compassion fatigue and then used that experience to potentially avoid 

the scenario in the future.  For example, those participant’s represented by Relational Rachael 

might reflect on their experiences meant to proactively avoid situations that they felt made them 

vulnerable.  An example of this negotiation can be seen in Figure 24. 

Also similar to those who held the relational profile, Ted found his connection to the 

student material also invested himself in finding a solution to relieve the student’s pain.  Ted 

said, 

It’s very, very hard, because I am the type of person who connects emotionally very 

quickly.  This is not a good thing but to share with you that it is very distressful for me 

personally, because I want to call them.  I wanna get more involved, I wanna help 

them more, and sometimes its like I have to remember that I have to stay at the 

University level.  But I am the person that they come to.  And what do I do with this 

information?  You know I feel very compelled so my heart, you know, people kinda 

talk about heart and mind, you know?  My heart says to take them into my home 

personally.  And this is embarrassing but it makes me cry…I am going to cry right 

now (Ted’s eyes begin to well up).  I’m sorry. 
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Figure 24. An example of the representation of negotiation from the theme “Building Capacity 
and Identifying Solutions” 

 Lastly, I represented the group of people that demonstrated characteristics that were 

consistent with those who have internal locus of control and labeled them as internals, for 

convenience of referring to them in the study.   Similarly, for the group of participants that 

demonstrated characteristics similar to people who have external locus of controls, were labeled 

externals, for convenience of referring to them in the study.  

Trustworthiness and Rigor 

It is not possible for me to claim that what I have done in this study is entirely 

trustworthy and rigorous to those who would be reading this work. I have explained my 

subjectivities informing this study. I have explained my insider/outsider membership role and I 

have explained in detail the data collection, management, and analysis procedures. However, 

despite all these explanations with evidence from the study, I remain open to the constructivist 

notion that a potential reader will construct his or her understanding based on the meaning s/he 

makes of this study. Thus, no claims made towards trustworthiness and rigor can be stable or 

effectively established as those decisions are not of the author but of the reader. In this section, I 

will discuss some measures I took to remain in academic integrity to this study for myself. I 

invite readers to create their own entry points to this discussion to evaluate whether these 

A typical statement by Rachael would sound like 

I practice having second conversations with students, so whenever I’m going to 

follow up with the student even though the investigation is over, I will call you 

back and have that conversation.  My game plan works for me as far as resolving 

lingering problems or issues or emotions and walking through them. 
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strategies resonate with their senses of academic integrity when understood through the lens of 

an interpretive qualitative study. 

Lincoln and Guba, (1985) present four criteria when evaluating the quality and integrity 

(trustworthiness) of research, which include credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability.  To meet these qualifiers, efforts were made to ensure that this study was situated 

to meet the standards established for trustworthiness.  These efforts included extensive time in 

the field, data from multiple sources, peer debriefing, member checks, and triangulation. 

Member checks refer to the process of verification of information with the participants at 

various stages of the study (Schwandt, 2007).  Member checking allows for developing a shared 

understanding with the participants so that the researcher can calibrate how to understand the 

meanings made of the data.  The meanings made then become co-constructed meanings between 

the researcher and the participant.  In order to accurately report that the representations of the 

categories, and themes with which the participants agreed, “it is essential that [participants] be 

given the opportunity to react to them (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 314). I shared my findings with 

the participants to ensure that they were in agreement with the shared meaning and that there 

were no large discrepancies in my interpretation of the data. 

Another qualifier for trustworthiness includes extensive time in the field.  The collection 

of data lasted for a six month period, followed by an additional one year to analyze, consult with 

peers as a part of verification of analysis process, member check, and write up the findings.  A 

total of 13 interviews were completed during this time, as well as observations at each location 

along with taking photographs at each location. 

Triangulation became another way in which I attempted to maintain academic integrity.  

Triangulation  “is the combination of different interpretations of different types of data towards 
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a…representation of what is going on in the area in question” (Gibson, 2007, p. 443).  During the 

this study, data from multiple sources, including in-depth interviews, visual analysis of 

photographs, observations, analytic memos, and researcher journal entries were collected, coded 

and analyzed to the point of synthesis in the data reduction.  Through this process and use of 

multiple data sources, I was able to create “corroborating evidence” (Creswell, 2007, p. 208) to 

support the various categorical and thematic findings that I identified from the data. 

I also employed the use of a third party peer in an effort to reflect on my interpretations.  

Lincoln and Guba (1985) refer to this person as “a protagonist” or “devil’s advocate” (p. 308) 

whose purpose is to ask questions of the researcher “whether they pertain to substantive, 

methodological, legal, ethical, or any other relevant matters” (p. 308).  These debriefing sessions 

were conducted with qualitative doctoral students, student affairs professionals, faculty members, 

and qualitative researchers who were familiar with the methodologies that were used as well as 

the profession of student affairs in post-secondary institutions. 

While these processes allowed me to maintain academic integrity, it is not my claim that 

this study is beyond critique or conducted perfectly.  Rather, I claim this study to be interpretive, 

represented through co-constructed narratives, with an invitation for the reader to judge it based 

on their own epistemic, subjective, and interpretive positions.  

Ethical Considerations 

The intention of my research was to have the participants relate experiences when they 

were emotionally connected with students and experiences that they have had with coping with 

compassion fatigue, the primary risk to my participants was possibly discovering some 

unresolved personal issues. As a trained counselor, it would have been easy for me to play the 

role of a counselor to address these issues.  However, my role was that of a researcher 
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discovering the process by which this phenomenon develops. 

If in fact personal issues arose during the interviews, I made sure that each participant 

was given a complete list of resources available to them on their respective campus and in their 

community.  The participant was also reminded that they had the option of stopping the 

interview at anytime. 

An additional ethical issue considered was confidentiality.  The participants were Student 

Affairs professionals who were currently employed and engaged in Student Affairs.  To address 

this concern, I ensured that I did not share any identifying information about the participant or 

their place of employment.  In addition, I assigned each participant aliases that was used in all 

notes and documentation. Also, when taking photographs, all identifying information was 

obscured so that confidentiality was preserved. 

In order to protect the identity of the participants and to ensure the preservation of the 

data, all electronic data was password protected and all physical data has been maintained in a 

locked filing cabinet. The participants may benefit both personally and professionally by sharing 

their experiences with compassion fatigue.  They also have the option of receiving a copy of the 

completed dissertation in order to find support while seeing how other professionals negotiate 

similar issues. 

Finally, I had to contend with my insider/outsider roles.  I had to be mindful of my roles 

as: (1) An administrator on one of the campuses and my knowledge of individuals and their 

current roles and (2) A trained counselor, understanding that my role was that of a researcher 

interpreting experiences, not pursuing feelings and problem solving.  Knowing that I needed to 

embrace the insights that my experience afforded me while maintaining some measure of 

objectivity, I had to be vigilant during all phases of the analysis.  I remained vigilant through 
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extensive journaling, memoing, checking understanding with my peer debriefers and my faculty 

advisor.  I asked questions of myself such as, “Am I thinking this because I am an administrator? 

Am I approaching this as a counselor or a researcher?  Where is the researcher voice? Is the 

dominant voice here of me being an administrator?”  These questions served as helpful prompts 

to maintain vigilance and discuss issues with my peer debriefers and faculty advisor. 

Summary 

In this chapter, I have discussed the rationale for conducting this study through qualitative 

inquiry and the value such inquiry provides in understanding compassion fatigue. I have 

discussed the broader framework of interpretivism, and the more specific framework of 

constructivism informing this study. I have used interview studies to inform the design of this 

inquiry and described the associated processes including participant selection and gaining access, 

membership roles, data collection procedures, data analysis, and data representation. 

Additionally, I have discussed issues of trustworthiness, rigor, and ethical considerations. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

In this chapter, I will identify the findings of the research based on interviews conducted 

with 13 Student Affairs professionals who provide services to students who attend post-

secondary institutions that are located in South Texas.  Three questions guided this study: 

1) How do Student Affairs professionals experience compassion fatigue? 

2) What experiences influence the development of compassion fatigue in Student Affairs 

professionals? 

3) What experiences or strategies allow Student Affairs professionals to successfully 

cope with compassion fatigue? 

As the experiences of each of the thirteen participants were analyzed, three distinct themes were 

developed: Relationship Building and Locus of Control; Relational, Conditional and Transitional 

Profiles; and Building of Capacity and Developing Solutions.  Each of the themes will first be 

examined as individual pieces of the puzzle, highlighting the salient points.  Relationship 

Building and Locus of Control will include visual and observational data to show potential 

connections between positioning of objects and locus of control.  This section will also include 

how locus of control influences the ways in which the participants viewed relationships.  Based 

on the characteristics demonstrated by the participants, composite profiles were created. These 

composite profiles represented characteristics of the participants. Composite profiles were named 

as a singular character representing the characteristics of the participants within the profile. 

These profiles are presented in their thematic forms, titled, Relational, Conditional and 

Transitional Profiles. To examine how participants build capacity and develop solutions, a 

blended approach was used combining thematic and profile-based information.  
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In this section a discussion of how locus of control and one’s profile-based characteristics 

influence the development and negotiation of compassion fatigue was explored.  

Relationship Building and Locus of Control 

Locus of control can play a role in how individuals make decisions and view outcomes.  

Spector (1988) defines locus of control as the “generalized expectancy that rewards, 

reinforcements, or outcomes in life are controlled either by one’s own actions (internality) or 

other forces (externality)” (p. 335).  Defining this concept further, Rotter (1996) observed that 

individuals with an internal locus of control sense that stressors are “an outcome of their 

behavior [that] is contingent on their own behavior or personal characteristics” (p. 489).  

Conversely, an individual with an external locus of control will attribute their success or failure 

to “external or uncontrollable factors” (Rossi, Perrewe, & Quick, 2006, p. 57).  These definitions 

are offered to clarify the findings presented below. 

The locus of control can be described as a collection of experiences that have influenced 

the way in which an individual can view the world.  As a result, a more holistic approach must 

be implemented in an attempt to gain an understanding of the participant’s live experiences.   In 

this section, I discuss some of the specific data that was obtained through my research that 

provides insight into elements that may have contributed to the individual’s locus of control.  For 

convenience, the descriptions of the data are broken down into the categories that influenced this 

theme, which are visual cues; justifications for action; successes and failures; and how the 

participants viewed relationships.  At the end of the section, the elements are brought together to 

show how the locus of control influences compassion fatigue. 

 

 



 
 

100 

Visual Cues Influenced by Locus of Control 

One source of data that assisted in creating the sense of locus of control was the visual 

analysis of the participants’ workspaces.  The workspaces of the participants were examined, as 

this was the most likely space in which they had the most control and had the freedom to place 

objects wherever they wished. Locations of items such as furniture, personal items or work items 

all tell a story about the inhabitant.  Objects can be placed in positions of prominence or 

relegated to positions of obscurity based on decisions that were made by the participant.  

How a participant used his or her space to situate objects became strong potential 

indicators of locus of control.  Objects included, but were not limited to, were placement of 

furniture, personal items, and professional paraphernalia. Where these items were placed in 

relation to the participant’s location and from the perspective of a potential visitor became 

relevant when considering locus of control.  Exploring the placement of objects revealed five 

major ways in which the participants placed them.  Below are the descriptions of five 

participants’ workspaces.  Workspaces of the other participants were similar in some form or 

other to these five participants.  These five participants were selected because they provided the 

richest source of information in terms of object placement. 

Willard.  Walking into Willard’s office, I was struck by the large open area that existed 

between the door and his desk.  Willard had a “U” shaped desk with the open area facing the 

door, with no other pieces of furniture intervening between the doorway and the opening in the 

desk. Visitors entering his office would see the openness of his desk placement and would have 

easy and immediate access to him.  Facing people who would sit in front of Willard’s desk were 

piles of papers associated with the daily work.  Notably, rising above the immediacy of the 
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stacks was a picture, apparently drawn by a small child, taped to the monitor of the computer 

(Figure 25). 

 

Figure 25. A view of Willard's desk from the front that shows the display of personal items.  

Elements within the photo have been altered to protect participant confidentiality. 

 

Various brochures, printed e-mails, notes from meetings were all piled chaotically, providing just 

enough room for a small working space.  Rising above the chaos on the desktop, the top shelf of 

the desk features various pictures of Willard with his family and a memento from his spouse.  

The placement of these objects caused them to stand out and my eye was drawn to them because 

they appear to be placed purposely, standing apart and above the clutter that is present on the 

desktop.  Willard stated overtly, “[a] part of my personal technique is to build a relationship with 

everyone.  Um, I –I think that kind of continues with if I am friends with you, they’re friends 

with me, we help each other.  So the more friends I have, the stronger I am.”  It is important to 
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Willard that he develops relationships with everyone.  He sees that he gains some inner strength 

from creating relationships.  This open concept of desk placement allowed for interactions to 

take place without visual barriers and allowed visitors and Willard to easily view the items that 

he chose to display. 

Looking around Willard’s office is similar to visiting a museum that represents the 

history of his career in Student Affairs.  Located to the side of his desk in direct view is a 

bookshelf with four shelves.  Willard chose the top two shelves of a bookshelf in his office to 

showcase items that he had received from students and staff that represented more than 15 years 

of experience within the Student Affairs profession, much of which was spent as a senior 

administrator (Figure 26).   
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Figure 16. Willard's Museum.  Note the placement of personal items on the top shelves at eye 

level.  Elements within the photo have been altered to protect participant confidentiality. 

 
Items included personalized trinkets and gifts from students, pictures of Willard with 

students and staff, and mementos from various programs and activities.  All of the items were 

presented with some thought, as items were placed in such a way that each could be viewed as a 

separate artifact, with no item obscuring another.  Located on the lower two shelves of the same 

bookshelf were various reports and trade books.  These shelves fell below the level of the desk, 

and were not as easily viewable from the desk area.  The items on the bottom shelves were dusty, 

indicating the possibility of neglect.  Horizontal books were stacked on top of vertically placed 
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books, providing some contrast to the carefully placed items that were displayed immediately 

above.   

Holly.  Holly has only been engaged as a Student Affairs professional for a few years.  

Holly’s desk was an “L” shaped desk, which was placed against the wall so that it created a large 

area immediately inside the door.  The length of the one “arm” of the desk did not allow for an 

alternative placement of the desk.  Located on the wall behind her desk are examples of 

academic regalia and group pictures of her students.   On top of her bookshelf, at roughly the 

same height of the pictures of her students, were pictures of her and her family, along with gifts 

that she had received from her students (Figure 27).  The bottom two shelves of the bookshelf 

were reserved for manuals and binders that stored her work.   Holly’s office appeared to be 

dedicated to her students and their successes.  Adjacent to her desk, Holly has a bulletin board 

that highlights successes of her students (Figure 28). The bulletin board is covered with 

newspaper articles and pictures, with little space left in between. 
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Figure 27. Holly's desk. Note the pictures of her family surrounding her monitor and the 

personal items at eye level. Elements within the photograph have been altered to protect 

participant's confidentiality 
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Figure 28. A view of Holly's bulletin board. Note that there is limited space between the 

newspaper clippings and photos. Elements within the photograph have been altered to protect the 

participant's confidentiality. 

 
Holly places importance on maintaining relationships with her students and seeks 

strategies to remove barriers to creating open communication with her students. Holly finds 

connections to students to be important to her, citing the connections she has forged several 

times during her interview.  In one particular instance, Holly described her challenges with a 

student where the connections had broken down and that she had eventually resolved: 

Whatever was blocking—whatever she felt was a reason she couldn’t talk to me had been 

moved, cause she was good to talk to me even though we had a very serious conversation 

yesterday…So that felt—it made me feel good…On my end that she wasn’t mad, you 

know she understood and on top of that, she communicated with me [when she left for 

the day]….   



 
 

107 

Holly feels good when she can remove barriers that exist between her and her students.  Holly 

feels successful when she can overcome the issues that she believes will block her abilities to 

communicate freely with her students.  For Holly, it is important that she maintain the 

relationship despite having to deliver messages with serious content to students. 

Directly in a visitor’s line of vision to Holly’s office was a wall full of pennants and 

academic regalia that appeared to create a sense of academic aspiration for her students. On the 

wall across from Holly’s desk were several items that she routinely gives to her students as 

incentives for participating in her program, such as backpacks, pens and notebooks.  Each piece 

bears the name of the program she administers and serves to provide a way for her to represent 

her program.  Pictures of herself, family and students at various events circled her computer 

monitor, with a couple of the pictures arranged so that clients could easily view them (Figure 3). 

Lisa.  Lisa is a young professional who has been in the field for few years who deals with 

students facing judicial matters. She is embarking on her first professional experience as a 

Student Affairs professional and had recently moved into her office.  Approaching her office, I 

found Lisa sitting on a sofa in the foyer that served as the waiting area for the small office suite.  

Surrounding Lisa were a number of students; some sitting, some lying down on the furniture, and 

some standing, leaning against the wall and engaging in conversation with her.  Lisa invited me 

into the office, quickly offering an apology for the “mess” that her office was in due to a recent 

move.  On the door outside her office, a sign made of typing paper with her name hand-written in 

black marker was taped at a slight angle that gave some indication of just how recent her move 

had been.  Visitors entering Lisa’s office at this stage would see a space mostly devoid of 

decoration, with the desk boasting only a computer and a telephone on a desk.  The office was 

large enough to include a small round table with four chairs in the center of the room and a 
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couch, which was pushed up against a wall promising a comfortable and casual setting.  On the 

wall furthest from the door, the desk was relegated to a corner facing the wall.  Sitting at her 

desk, Lisa’s back would have been to the door.  It appeared as though working at her desk was 

secondary to creating spaces geared toward interaction.  “I want to make sure that I am getting as 

much information as possible from [students]” said Lisa when discussing her work, “to be able to 

document everything versus when they are trying to come back in a year or two…I can do more 

intervention at that point.” Lisa still had much to unpack; although she placed some items out for 

display amidst stacks of brown boxes in her office.  The featured décor was a picture of Lisa’s 

family on her desk, an inspirational poster with a quote by Freud that hung on the wall, and some 

trinkets, presumably gifted to her by a student, located on top of the small table.   Even though 

Lisa was unable to fully unpack and situate all other objects in her office, it seemed that the 

objects that had meaning to her were prioritized for display immediately.  

Maggie.  Maggie, who serves in middle management, has been in her profession for 

about three years.  Maggie is an alumnus of the institution and has come up through the ranks 

beginning as a student employee.  As students enter her office, they are greeted by a large, ornate 

desk that fits awkwardly in the small space, allowing guests access to the two chairs that stand 

immediately inside the doorway.  These two chairs are then backed up with a small settee, which 

does not allow for much space to move inside the office.  The office itself is not very large, so 

the over use of furniture makes the room feel very awkward.  A small bookshelf stands against 

the wall that is viewable from the door and is located directly next to the small sitting area.  

Located at eye level in Maggie’s office are her academic degrees, as well as pictures of her with 

notable people, such as the college president, institution officials and celebrity performers.  

Additionally, Maggie placed several autographed items, each personalized with her name framed, 
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on the wall adjacent to her desk so that it was easily viewable by both the visitor and to her 

(Figure 29). When speaking about her relationships with students, Maggie reflected, “I realize 

that it is important to interconnect emotionally.  But at the same time, you can’t always connect. 

because it does stress you out and frustrate you…as passionate as you want to be and help people, 

there are some people that no matter what you do, you can’t be—that can’t be helped.” 

Once seated, facing the visitors to her office, Maggie’s chair sits slightly higher than the 

visitors’ chairs, which gives her the appearance of a judge sitting elevated in a courtroom.  The 

large computer sits directly behind her desk chair, framing the chair and its occupant like a 

picture.  On the large hutch that supports the computer, Maggie has placed a single picture of a 

family member and certificates of appreciation, arranged neatly on the ornate shelves.  There are 

several toys and promotional items, which seem somewhat out of place among the certificates 

and grandeur created by the furnishings. 
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Figure 29. A view of Maggie's shelf. Note that items at eye level are awards and recognition by 

campus leaders. Elements within the photograph have been altered to protect participant's 

confidentiality. 

Donna.  Donna is a senior member of the leadership team and has several years of 

experience helping students.  She is in her third year at her current post and has experience in the 

classroom as well.  Getting to Donna’s office requires some effort, as her office resides in a 

corner of the office building, and is not placed in an area where someone could easily stumble 

upon it.  Entering into the building, an individual first must pass by a receptionist who is charged 

with signing students in.  Next, after proceeding through a second doorway, a secretary, who acts 

as a gatekeeper for Donna, greets visitors.   After this individual announces the visitor, they are 

cleared to enter into Donna’s office space.  Entering into Donna’s office, visitors are greeted by a 
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large crystal-like vase on a file cabinet sitting on top of a lacey doily, a picture of a rose, and 

metal scroll work on two of the walls.  The décor appears to be rather reserved , as though to 

create a formal setting.  It seems as though Donna had gone to some length to make the office 

stand apart from the other offices in the area.  When I present the camera to take the photographs, 

Donna quickly moves to tidy up the office, straightening papers on her desk and arranging the 

lamp.  The “L” shaped desk is place against the wall with one arm oriented perpendicular to the 

wall.  Sitting directly in front of the desk are two chairs that are reserved for visitors (Figure 30).  

 

Figure 30. View from Donna's desk. Photo has been altered from the original to protect the 

confidentiality of the participant. 

 The desk and chairs establish a firm boundary for her, as if to create a visual barrier 

broadcasting that visitors are not allowed to proceed past that point.  Donna takes pride in her 

position at the institution and feels that it carries great responsibility.  Reflecting on helping a 

student, Donna recalls, “I feel obligated that I have to somehow do something that is gonna help 
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her with the situation.  I don’t know if I can or not, but now I feel compelled because she sees me 

in this position…” Donna also asserts that she is open to helping all students who come to her for 

help, however, the assistance seems contingent on maintaining firm boundaries between herself 

and the student.  A bookshelf is lining one of the walls, which features books and reports, and 

various decorations that mirror the paintings and other artwork that is presented in the room.  

Relegated to one shelf not immediately visible to the visitor are pictures of herself, and her 

family and photos of receiving her academic degrees (Figure 31).  The majority of the shelf is 

dedicated to her work and to her achievements.  The items that are featured most prominently to 

the visitor are her many binders, each representing a committee or initiative that Donna has been 

a part of or led.  Donna’s academic degrees hang in a featured place in the room rising above her 

desk and in clear view of visitors.  

 

Figure 31. View of Donna's bookshelf from her desk. This shelf is located next to her desk with 

personal items not easily visible to visitors. This photo has been altered to protect the 

participant's confidentiality. 
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Examination of Visual Cues.  As previously stated, an individual’s locus of control represents 

how s/he views the world, as to whether life events occur as a direct result of personal action, by 

chance, or as a result of other mitigating circumstances.  Because locus of control represents a 

worldview, it can be assumed, then, that it will be represented through all decisions and choices 

made by an individual.  By applying this assumption to the visual and observation data obtained 

from the participants, an approximate determination of the participants’ locus of control may be 

made by interpreting the objects and their placement in their offices as symbols of their view of 

the world.  In addition, by further evaluating the content of the items, the impact of locus of 

control on relationships may also be estimated.  

In examining the placement of objects in the room, participants appeared to locate items 

that were important to them in a place that was easily viewed by them.  In most cases, this was at 

eye level to the participant as they were seated at their desk.  For Willard, he chose to place 

pictures of himself with staff members, personal gifts, and pictures of his family members.  

Maggie, however, chose to place her pictures of herself with prominent figures.  The items 

appear to serve as a reinforcement of what each individual believed to be important.  For 

example for Lisa, the placement of objects was so critical, that even though she had just moved 

into her office and still had much to unpack, she arranged specific objects for display amidst 

stacks of boxes. What she chose to display were objects that seemed to represent imagery that 

Lisa desired to reinforce, as they were prioritized for display immediately.    This would appear 

to indicate that objects and where they are placed are important to each participant. 

The objects that are placed for individuals to see as they enter the office begin to tell a 

story.  Holly chose to highlight her students and their successes and pictures of her family by 

presenting them in easy view of everyone who entered her office.  By placing several of the 
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objects behind her chair, it seemingly compelled those who would come to the office to view 

them.  Other objects, such as binders and work-related items were relegated to lower shelves, not 

quite as easily viewed by guests seated at her desk.  Donna selected artwork and more decorative 

pieces, as well as the many binders that represented her work, to adorn her space.  Donna also 

elected to keep pictures of herself and her family removed by placing them in an area that was 

only viewable to her.  This was a clear distinction in Donna’s office of what she wanted to share 

with others and what she wished to keep private.  In both examples, the placement of objects 

represented what each participant wished to present to others.  Again, the placement of objects 

can then be seen as purposeful in their intent. 

Examining the all of the objects in their totality, the process of determining the locus of 

control can be approached.  In examining the content of the items that are at eye level, Maggie 

chose to display pictures of her with individuals who held some stature, such as the president of 

the university, famous actors and other performers.  She also displayed certificates of 

appreciation and personalized.  The items that she chose to have at eye level were items that 

showed recognition of her efforts by others.  Placing a heavy focus on this type of recognition 

would be an indication that Maggie may possess an external locus of control.  An external locus 

of control indicates generally that an individual believes that forces outside of their control 

determine outcomes.  Following this same logic, recognition of success would also need to be 

derived and reinforced externally. 

In contrast to Maggie, Willard chose to display pictures of himself with staff members, 

personal gifts and pictures of his family.  The items showcased relationships that he had 

developed with his staff and with his students.  Similarly, Holly featured pictures of herself with 

students at various events, pictures of her family and articles that highlighted student successes.  
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For both of these participants, the items that they chose to display indicated an internal locus of 

control.   An internal locus of control generally means that an individual believes that most 

interactions and their outcomes are influenced by their actions and behaviors (Rotter, 1996).  The 

development of personal relationships demands an investment of time and energy and is 

dependent on personal action on the part of the participants.  By choosing to display items that 

represent success from this level of personal investment, the perception that is created represents 

an internal locus of control. 

In examining some of the content that the participants chose to share with others, Donna 

chose to present visitors with a representations of her work.  The many binders created a visual 

resume, a detailed account of her work and accomplishments.  The work product is assumed to 

be important to Donna, as she chose to feature it so prominently to guests.  This type of 

presentation in effect represents an external locus of control, as the presentation appears to create 

a testimony of her mastery over items that were delegated to her as a part of her job.  The 

showcasing of items, such as diplomas or other accomplishments, that come as a recognition of 

the participant’s job description or recognizes their position within the institution, gravitates 

toward an external locus of control, as authority and delegation happen outside of the individual 

action.  This representation is seemingly confirmed when noting that Donna placed her personal 

items to an area that is visible primarily to her and her statement about feeling obligated by the 

position to act on behalf of the student. 

In contrast to Donna, Willard chose to share pictures of himself arm-in-arm with staff; 

laughing with students, thank-you cards and gifts he received from students.  Relegated below 

eye level were rows of binders and books, with items stacked one on top of another, and 

suffering from some neglect, as the books were dusty.  The personal items stood in stark contrast 
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to the budget binders, as they were shown in a fashion where no one item obscured another.  This 

presentation gave some potential indication that Willard has an internal locus of control.  The 

relationships that were showcased in Willard’s pictures gave the appearance that he had engaged 

others in a meaningful fashion.  Engaging others requires personal action and influence on (with) 

others in order for the relationships to take place.  The fact that Willard chose to memorialize 

these relationships by placing them on display in a place of prominence makes it appear as 

though he is proud of having developed these bonds with others.  Such display of items seems 

indicative of an internal locus of control.  

Similar to Willard, Lisa had prioritized items that appeared to be a reflection of who she 

was.  The picture, trinkets and poster on the wall demanded a visitor’s attention, showcasing her 

personal side.  These items stood in stark contrast to the boxes, computer and telephone that 

denoted necessity instead of personal attachment.  The items displayed at eye level in all three 

cases not only represented relationships, they represented an emotional attachment.  Lisa’s act of 

creating and maintaining relationships and regarding them as important enough to display, is 

similar to those who hold an internal locus of control. 

Furniture, as with other objects in the room, can be viewed as purposeful and having 

meaning.  As an example, the placement of furniture in Willard’s office yields some clues as to 

his locus of control.  Willard offered an open placement of his desk that provided no visual 

barriers between him and incoming visitors.  The placement of his desk with the opening facing 

the door eliminates obstructions between the participant and the client; the placement of the desk 

creates open and inviting imagery.  Believing that an individual has an influence on events or 

outcomes is similar to those who have an internal locus of control.  The placement of the desk 

allows Willard to interact freely with visitors and actively engage in establishing the personal 
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relationships he feels determine his success.  The desk placement, reinforced by the objects he 

has decided to showcase to visitors can be symbolic of Willard’s locus of control.   

Lisa chose to have in the forefront of her office a round table and chairs as well as a sofa, 

while the desk remained in an obscure part of the room, as though it was less important than the 

other pieces in the room.  The placement of the furnishings appears to reinforce Lisa’s words in 

her interview, where she attempts to get to know her clients in order to help them when she 

meets with them in the future.  This attempt to take personal action to influence outcomes is 

gives the appearance that she has an internal locus of control.  It also indicates that the placement 

of the furniture is purposeful and has meaning. 

In contrast to Lisa and Willard, in Donna’s office the perpendicular placement of the desk 

in the room that created a visual barrier that gave the appearance of a boundary between her and 

her visitors.  The location of the chairs being offered others, located in front of the desk, invited 

guests only to this point.  By controlling the office space in this fashion, Donna may be seeking 

to limit the influence of outside forces by taking control of her environment and limiting others 

access.  This could represent an external locus of control. The notion of limiting outside forces is 

reinforced by Donna’s having a small section of personal items viewable primarily to her.  

Access to this area would need to be by permission of Donna, which appears to limit 

unauthorized intrusion into her life.  In addition, Donna commented about her duty of “helping 

any student who comes to her office.”  While by every appearance her words are genuine, it 

would take great effort on behalf of the student, would be on the part of the student who would 

be required to navigate a series of obstacles to reach her desk, to gain entry into the office. By 

limiting the opportunity for outside forces to have a potential negative impact, such as creating a 
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series of obstacles to be navigated or placement of desks that create boundaries, could be viewed 

as an expression of an external locus of control. 

In some instances, the dimensions or size of the office influenced the placement of the 

desk.  In these cases, visual cues were placed to overcome design limitations.  Holly, for example, 

had a rather small office that did not allow for a wide variety of placement of furniture.  The 

small office was a function of the design of the office space construction and was not determined 

by position or authority held by Holly.  To overcome the shortcomings of her small office, Holly 

placed several personal items, such as family pictures and personal items on the front of her desk 

and on the wall directly behind her.  This provided personal access by the visitor that could not 

be otherwise overcome by having an open desk concept.  In addition, Holly would make an 

effort to greet her visitors by coming around her desk to eliminate the perception created by the 

placement of her desk. Holly also placed her desk as far back in the room as possible, which 

limits her mobility and comfort, to create more of an open space for visitors.  By exhibiting an 

active and open approach, it gives the impression that Holly could hold an internal locus of 

control.  Holly appears to be making an attempt to influence the outcome of the relationship, 

which can be typical of this type of worldview. 

In contrast to Holly, Maggie had an equally small office space.  However, similar to 

Donna, Maggie established a firm boundary by virtue of the placement of her desk and the chairs 

that were provided for visitors.  In addition, the placement and height of her chair relative to the 

chairs provided to visitors established a notable visual disparity, and gave indication that she was 

in control.  The desire to mitigate influence by external forces would appear to be a result of 

Maggie’s external locus of control. 
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In some cases, the way in which objects were positioned in the room appeared to create a 

context for visitors.  For some, the furniture appeared to create an open, comfortable and, 

occasionally, casual atmosphere that appeared to facilitate the creation of relationships. The 

offices generally featured an open concept that allowed for easy interaction between the 

participant and client.  In spaces that were limited, participants provided accommodations that 

sought to overcome the deficit.  Items that were placed at eye level represented relationships with 

others, seemingly created over time and personal investment, which connected the participant to 

a part of their self that they valued.  The space overall, gives the appearance that relationships are 

central to how they do their job and that they value creating and memorializing these 

relationships through the placement of objects.  The focus on creating relationships and creating 

a comfortable atmosphere for visitors is similar to those who hold an internal locus of control. 

Similarly, objects located at eye level for those with the appearance external locus of 

control also connected them with a part of their self and supports their values.  In some offices, 

furniture was arranged that appeared to set firm boundaries or limit access to the participant.  

Objects that were located at eye-level did not represent a personal relationship, as they did with 

Willard or Lisa.  The objects, such as pictures with dignitaries or autographs from performers, 

represented a moment in time or chance encounters with famous or well-known individuals.  

Other objects, such as diplomas and certificates of appreciation, appeared to memorialize 

outcomes as recognized by others.  The type of objects and the context that they could represent 

is similar to those who possess an external locus of control.  While the objects that were present 

for those with an internal locus of control could highlight relationships, the objects present in 

those leaning toward an external locus of control emphasize outcomes and a connection to those 
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who are considered important by themselves and others.  By locating objects at eye-level, the 

objects can act as a reinforcement of the self that can be determined by their worldview.   

The items as symbols may strengthen how each of the participants conceives of their self-

concept or how they wish to represent themselves to others either by showcasing or limiting 

access to different aspects of the participant’s lives.  By looking, then, at the items in total, a 

context begins to form that can be interpreted as the participants’ locus of control.  For example, 

simply seeing a family picture cannot give rise to a locus of control.  Family pictures were seen 

in almost every office with participants who appeared to have both an internal and external locus 

of control.  However, when the family pictures, gifts from students and pictures of the participant 

with others become a focal point throughout the office, the context begins to form the basis for 

interpretation of the locus of control.   

The location of objects may be considered a representation of each of the participant’s 

worldview.  By examining decision making by each of the participants as to the location and 

placement of objects, some insight can be gained into each of their loci of control.  The choices 

of what and where participants chose to display and place objects can be viewed as purposeful 

and representative of their individual view of the world and, as a result, can give some insights 

into how the participants make decisions.  

Justifications, Successes and Failures in Relationships  

Participants demonstrated two clear patterns of justification when discussing their 

successes and failures in relationships with students. These patterns included how the 

participants conceptualized a problem, reasons for the problem, and the effect of the problem on 

the relationship between the participant and the student. For one group of participants any and all 

forms of justification rested on self, no matter whether the relationship was perceived to be 
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successful or not. This group of participants was motivated on their own without needing any 

external influences to inspire them to actions to resolve issues with students.  Another group of 

participants provided justification based on outcomes, often relying on outside influences to 

motivate them to action. If these outside influences were to be absent, it seemed that this group 

of participants might not have been inspired to act in the ways that they did. In the following 

sections I will describe these two patterns of justification with examples. 

Participants who held themselves responsible no matter the outcome justified their 

actions with a need to invest personally.  Participants who sought to connect in this fashion 

would use a variety of strategies to accomplish this task.  In the case of Bernie, a relatively new 

professional in the field, he explained the reasons for his personal investment when he stated the 

following: 

I had the same situation happen to me when I was a student.  There were certain people 

that I felt could have helped—could have helped me out if they wanted to, but they chose 

not to…And I have always kind of carried that with me…It was the fuel for my fire. 

Here, Bernie made a connection to the students’ situation based on his personal experiences. 

Prior experiences shaped the way Bernie valued the student’s situation, which informed his 

investment. It seemed that Bernie’s motivation for helping the student in this situation was not 

driven by anything external, any job responsibilities or institutional mandates, but rather an 

internal identification of shared experiences.  

Another participant, Donald, described a different strategy that he would use for making 

a personal investment in the student’s situation. Donald is a seasoned professional in the field of 

Student Affairs, holding a variety of different jobs at several institutions.  Donald explained how 

he engaged his students: 
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I do tend to get involved as far as the process itself, and my sense of justice or fairness for 

a particular student - given the circumstance and given the culture of this particular place 

as far as what is doable and what’s not doable -in those kinds of cases I tend to be more 

bulldoggish or tenacious in order to get those things for the student. 

Donald seems to motivate himself with what he identifies as just and fair for the student within 

each context.  Donald then takes on a strong advocacy role and forges forward to identify a 

solution for the student, as if the problem was something Donald was personally facing.  To 

further illustrate how Donald would use fairness as his litmus test for engaging with a student, 

Donald expressed his difficulty in making a personal connection when his chosen context of 

fairness was missing from the relationship. Donald said, 

…And even though I really didn’t like the type of situation that involved, the basic 

dignity or respect that I have for the individual helps me work with those who I have 

differences with.  But I do know there have been situations where I have had difficulty 

working with certain students and I can’t connect to that level of avoidance or resistance.  

And I don’t summon up the energy to do so.  Personality conflict?  Umm, no, not so 

much.  It’s more of the attitude that the student presents in doing that.  Because even in 

the most challenging [situations], I have found ways to work with students who have 

done some pretty dumb things. 

Although Donald does not always fully embrace the situation with which a student may present, 

Donald still relies on some intrinsic purpose in serving the students.  However, when the student 

does not accept responsibility or shows an unwillingness to receive help, Donald does not 

embrace the student’s issue as his own.  Donald noted that the specific situation does not create 

the connection to the student issue. Rather it is the attitude that the student presents to him that 
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would play a role in whether or not Donald would take up his advocacy role.  Thus, for Donald 

to take up an issue as his own, even those issues that he may not agree with personally, he first 

must develop a justification for fairness from the student that will help him discern whether or 

not he will adopt the issue as his own.  For Donald, the issue of fairness is interpreted as a two-

way street where the responsibility of resolving an issue lies on both the institution and the 

student.  Absent that context, is appears difficult for Donald to adopt the student’s problem as his 

own.  

Some participants expressed their need for personal investment through connecting 

deeply with the pain students expressed to these participants. For example,  

Willard, a seasoned professional, explained his personal investment as,  

…sensing the person’s pain.  I think part of it is that I am extremely sensitive.  I think 

that I am very intuitive about personal pain that people may be experiencing.  And I think 

that is what this gentleman, the divorced gentleman, was trying to say, that I could 

apparently relate to him at some emotional level about the pain he was going through…I 

think that it [relating to the student pain] makes me good at reaching out to students and 

relating to them…I think the important part for me is always a compliment that I was; 

that I really listen.  And that I really care…You know if that person really thought I cared, 

then I did my job.  So I guess I would feel strong about it in the end. 

Willard uses his intuitive ability to become empathetic to people’s emotions and moods. This 

ability to relate to the pain of other people is what he relies on to be successful at his job.  

Even in situations where Willard may not have any life experiences that are similar to those of 

his client, Willard relies on his interpretation of the feelings to make his connections.  The 

feedback that Willard receives from his students increases Willard’s confidence and belief in his 
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ability to interpret pain.  For Willard, students interpret his ability to empathize with their 

situation as listening and caring, which, in turn, reinforces to Willard that he is doing a good job.  

Willard perceives his empathy as a way to get close to a student without having first-hand 

experience with the student’s problem.  Willard’s justification for getting involved with the 

student issue is more linked to his connection with the student’s emotional reaction to the issue, 

rather than Willard’s relationship to the specific issue with which the student presents. 

 A similar connection to a student’s pain can be found in Andrew’s  experience.  Andrew 

recalled the time a student described an experience of being raped.  Deeply moved by the 

student’s expressed pain, Andrew, who is new to Student Affairs after a career in private 

business, emphasized the following: 

…and then I start to wonder how long this girl had been taking that with her.  Um I didn’t 

ask any specifics, but um, I am imagining it’s been like ten years.  I could see the pain in 

her eyes…and I think that for me, I thought, I have to do more.  

Hearing information such as a student revealing that she has been raped, is not something that 

would be considered normal for Andrew in the course of his everyday dealing with students.  

Nor does Andrew have any personal experiences upon which he can rely that will give him a 

first-hand frame of reference to create the connection.  Andrew instead appears to focus on pain 

that he sees in his student’s eyes to make his connection to the student.  For Andrew, his 

motivation to invest emotionally in the student’s issue comes from his interpretation of the pain 

she is displaying and what he perceives it must be like for her to experience this trauma.  

Andrew’s connection to the student’s pain takes him beyond the normal course of his duties and 

he makes a decision to do more for the student than would normally be expected of him.  For 

both Willard and Andrew, the connection to their students was created through their 
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interpretation of the pain with which the student presented, which, in turn, created a motivation 

for their actions.  The connection with the students occurred without first-hand experience of the 

particular situation that the students described to them or that was normally required of them by 

their job description. 

The motivation for participants in this category seemed to be a close connection to their 

view of the self, and a lesser connection to outside influences or definitions.  For Donald, his 

interpretation of justice and fairness would connect him to the student’s issue and result in his 

adoption of a strong advocacy role.  For Willard and Andrew, their motivation was based in their 

empathetic interpretation of pain and this motivated them to act.  In most cases, the justification 

for action was not attached to their job descriptions, rather they seemed to be more attached to 

their sense of how they viewed themselves as individuals and what they believed their response 

should be.  The result of the connections the participants created led to greater self-satisfaction, 

rather than being concerned with satisfying others.  Once these participants drove their decisions 

through some internal benchmarking of their internal  integrity and who they were as people and 

professionals, satisfying others seemed to be a natural outcome. 

Even though both Andrew and Willard described their strong emotional response to the 

student’s pain, they would not always make the same level of emotional connection with every 

student.  Some of the ways in which the participants justified their actions with the students 

rested on how they viewed being successful in their attempts to help a student. This desire to be 

successful in helping the student often became the justification for the way the participants 

would invest in a relationship with a student. For example, Andrew described a time when he 

was successful for a student: 
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Andrew: Specifically like job loses, for students who are recent graduates who cannot 

find a job, and see their—desperation.  Yes I do feel like I connect with them ‘cause—I 

feel for them.  I know what it is to pay, to pay rent, pay car payments, to pay—you have 

to start payin’ your loans, and you know.  Yeah you got a deferment, a year deferment, 

but then whattaya’ do?  So I do—So I go out of my way to find a job for them and I do 

feel that sense of urgency, if you will.  I think I do connect in that particular—in that 

sense I do feel that I connect with them. 

Doug: And what is that experience for you, once you have successfully helped them? 

Andrew: (smiling broadly) It is elated.  I can’t even describe (laughs).  I can, you know, 

remember a particular student, uh, I was at Dillards, second floor, I can still remember it 

(smiles).  Ah, and this gentleman, this particular student, saw me from across the 

Dillard’s second floor, if you will, (waving his arms above his head) ‘Mr. Andrew, Mr. 

Andrew’ And I go ‘Wow man, did I like just win the lottery?  What’s going on here?’  ‘I 

got the job sir!  Thank you very much’ and no monetary award or nothing can top that for 

me.  That’s the greatest feeling for me, at least.  To have that happen to me…And I guess 

that it will always be with me but, uh, what an awesome feeling.  The high is just high.  

Ahh, in that perspective, it is a great thing.     

Andrew’s initial justification to help students is that he “feels for” the consequences of being 

unemployed. He elaborates how deeply he empathizes with the hardship of an unemployed 

situation. This empathizing becomes the impetus, then, for how Andrew proceeds in his efforts 

to assist the student. The way Andrew interprets success is by being able to change the condition 

of the student’s life, to address circumstances that were creating problems for the student. 

Andrew’s broad smiles could be interpreted as the pleasure or joy he feels from being able to 



 
 

127 

help a student get a job, which exceeds any kind of monetary incentive. It is as if the role that he 

played in this student’s life extends beyond money to a connection that is deep and meaningful 

for him. Cyclically, such successes and connections continuously reinforce how Andrew wishes 

to interact and assist other students.  

 A similar interpretation of successful relationship building can be found in Willard’s 

experiences. Willard describes an experience where he has found himself to be successful: 

He was living with his mother, uh, on depression and other medications to deal with his 

reality, and uh, no social outlet.  And apparently I was making empathetic remarks as he 

shared his story.  And he looked at me and said, ‘You really know how I feel’.  And when 

he said that I was so overwhelmed because I couldn’t possible relate to what this person 

was going through.  But he felt that I did.  And I was proud of myself because he felt that 

I was empathetic.  And then I was just—stunned with myself.  Because I thought, am I 

acting?  Or am I really being compassionate?  I mean, this was my own internal dialogue.  

Um, but both of those remind me of just emotionally overwhelming situation were then I 

had to ponder and reflect ‘Why am I doing this?’  Am I doing good?  Am I doing bad? 

Am I doing the right thing?  I don’t know.  

Similar to Andrew, Willard values being empathetic, but also questions if he is really being of 

service to the student. The student’s feedback Willard seems to really understand the situation 

becomes a marker for Willard’s internal dialogue. Note that Willard’s ability to empathize was 

not limited to experiences he has had himself and could therefore relate, but with a genuine 

desire to help the students.  Willard takes personal pride in successfully connecting with the 

student on this level.  Willard also becomes introspective, weighing motive and success against 
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ideals that he has created for himself, as if to check his pride.  Being introspective, Willard 

connects to self to deeply reflect on his role in helping the student.  

When Willard weighs the issues that he associates with being empathetic, he does not 

mention how the act of being empathetic impacts how he does his job.  Instead, his ability to 

empathetically connect with the student drives his questioning of self in relation to the student 

and his ability to help the student.  

 Donald, while reflecting on one of his successes, presented a similar introspection 

guiding him to his profession.  He said: 

I think that it is being in that helper role.  Being uh, in a sense I lead two lives.  One is 

very introverted and self serving, but the other one, the more public professional life is a 

service oriented person, a helper type of person.  Someone who can serve as a helper, 

guider, mentor, whatever.  I see myself in that type of role, which is where the energy 

comes from.  I feel much more energized when I do it.  I feel much more energized when 

I can get [boss 1] or [boss 2] to realize: Look, it is not just about being right, it is about 

helping the student, essentially.  Whatever it takes for us to do that, if it is in our capacity, 

let’s do that, you know?  We have a University rule, as the University we create that rule, 

we can move that rule to help a student succeed…but if we are creating that rule to help 

us process students then where does the process get in front of the student or the goal of 

the student to succeed?  Where does that happen?  So that satisfaction of helping the 

student accomplish is really where the energy comes from…To me, it’s that I want the 

student to succeed or fail on their own merits, but, in the meantime, providing every 

opportunity for that student’s success…So accepting that as a challenge seems to be—
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you know if I am a facilitator of that change, of that development, then I think that is a 

very valuable role.  So seeing value in what I do has helped me to succeed. 

Donald seems to want to separate his professional self from his personal self.  However, when 

describing how he views himself, the two phases of his self seemingly weave together.  His 

desire to separate his two selves may be due, in part, to his training as a counselor.  For Donald, 

feeling successful and energized is linked to helping students succeed in their developmental 

journey.  Being the facilitator for the students, helping them succeed and accomplish their goals, 

helps Donald gain some sense of self-worth in what he does. Donald will challenge the rules of 

the University to assist the student on this path, which is outside of what one would assume is the 

responsibility of someone who is tasked with enforcing University policy.  Thus, Donald is 

motivated in being of service to the students, and deems himself successful as a professional if 

he is able to help the student. In other words, Donald’s actions, justifications, motivations, and 

sense of self are all connected to the extent that Donald sees himself as being able to help a 

student succeed on his or her path.  

 The connection to the self in these participants as they form relationships can also be 

examined with how they view failure, just as much as how they revel in their successes.  Willard 

described a situation in which he could not form a relationship with a student.  Willard said, 

Well working with [student name] has been a real challenge and part of it is, I think, 

another some other strengths I have is charm and being able to relate to just about 

everybody.   From a CEO to a gardener, I don’t care.  I have something in common with 

everybody.  And part of my personal technique is to build a relationship with everyone.  

Um, I think that kind of continues with if I’m friends with you, they’re friends with me, 

we help each other.  So the more friends that I have, the stronger I am.  Ok, so I don’t 
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know where that logic comes from, but I want everyone to like me.  That’s definitely a 

character flaw also.  In this situation, I cannot accomplish that.  And it is very rare that I 

cannot win someone over, with my charm or logic, expertise or whatever.  Um and this 

person is equally charming, equally intelligent, equally whatever.  Just on the wrong side.  

And it drives me nuts.  Because then it gets into a battle of wills.  And I’m not going to 

win this battle.  I’m not going to lose this battle, nothing will get accomplished.  And 

that’s very frustrating…And as a person who wants everybody to like me, I have to come 

to terms with there are people I cannot get along with.  I can’t win over.   

For Willard, the ability to connect with people is very important for him, and he works hard to 

make those connections.  When this does not happen for Willard, he looks inward in an attempt 

to find a reason for something that he is or is not doing.  This introspection allows Willard to 

rationalize why he is unable to connect to a student.  Willard becomes frustrated as he reflects on 

his lack of ability to develop a relationship, and this frustration continues to increase if he 

remains unsuccessful in developing a relationship with a student that he values. 

Willard apparently comes to terms with the inability to establish a relationship by coming to a 

compromised agreement with himself that he will not be able to get along with everyone.  

Although Willard apparently surrenders by saying that he will not get along with everyone, he 

still makes a statement that is focused on the self.  For Willard, the relationship failed because he 

could not summon the expertise or charm necessary for the relationship to succeed. 

 A similar reaction to failing to reach a relationship or being able to help can be found in 

how Andrew recalls his experiences.  Andrew, in response to a question about situations in 

which he does not connect emotionally with a student, said, 



 
 

131 

You know, what comes to mind right now, and I don’t even know why, what comes to 

mind are those students that, um, um, are doing well.  I don’t—well now maybe—you for 

example I do service [high achieving student group] and these kids are very organized, 

very driven, very orientedly driven.  Ah, they don’t need much from me.  They don’t—ah 

they have their career path lined out; they have great organization skills.  They have their 

goals already set and basically—they just need me to confirm what they already know.  

And that’s what I do for them.  For those student’s, ah, yah I think that’d be—I just never 

thought of it that way, but yeah, that would be it man.  And they don’t need—really don’t 

need my services, they just want me to confirm what they are already doing 

correctly…You know I wonder Doug, if there are students out there that don’t know, you 

know, what I can do for them.  Or what—what we can if, for the University to do with 

them.  How do we reach those students?  Cause the good ones really need minimal.  They 

have a career path.  What about those that don’t?  I-I question how do we get to them?  I 

guess that’s my question—How do we get to those students?  What path do I need to take 

to get to those students?  To see-to say this is what I can do for you. 

Andrew places little value on his relationship with students who he thinks he cannot serve much 

or who do not need as much help from him as others might.  He identifies these students as the 

high achieving students who would only need his confirmation, while believing that he has much 

more to offer than to confirm someone’s path, especially someone who is already doing well and 

is motivated to achieve his or her goals. Instead, Andrew has a higher value for his ability to help 

the students he could serve in a more meaningful way. He wonders how those students who 

would make him feel needed, whom he could serve, could be reached, as his lack of relationship 
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building with high achieving students is unfulfilling and does not create the same feeling as 

when his efforts do more than verify a student’s choices. 

 It might be appropriate to conclude that Andrew’s lack of connection with the high 

achieving students has little to do with the students and more to do with his perceived inability to 

connect emotionally or in a meaningful way with students.  Similar to Willard, Andrew becomes 

introspective about his inability to connect to these students, trying to develop reasoning as to 

why this cannot occur and where the meaningful connections do occur.  Andrew’s focus on 

students with whom he has apparently found the most success bolsters his opinion of self that he 

celebrated when he described being successful.  Looking inwardly and focusing on reaching out 

to those students who Andrew believes he can help if he can just find them, becomes a common 

desire among this group of participants.  

 Donald also seeks to make connections with students, although he appears to take a 

slightly different perspective when he is unable to connect in a way that he values.   

Yeah, there have been situations where a student will just rub you the wrong way, per se.  

Uh, and not be in agreement with the student.  But I think that’s just more based on what 

the student’s approach is.  The student’s ability to understand what needs to be done.  If a 

student is accepting and realizing what’s going on I can work with that student.  But if the 

student is blaming, shifting that responsibility somewhere else, that’s where I have some 

difficulty with it.  And even after I point out those type of things, the student becomes 

resistant or defiant, then at that point I need to pull back…In counseling, there weren’t 

cases that I shied away from, and that’s why people were kind of pushing cases on me.  

And even though I really didn’t like that type of situation that involved, the basic dignity 

or respect that I have for the individual helps me work with those that I have differences 
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with.  But I do know that there have been situations where I have had difficulty working 

with certain students and I can’t connect to that level of avoidance or resistance.  And I 

don’t summon up the energy to do so. 

Donald perceives his ability to connect with a student as linked to the attitude the student 

presents during their meeting.  While Donald takes pride in being able to connect with various 

types of students, even those who might shift responsibilities, by being able to point out the 

student’s role in his or her own situation.  Unlike the other participants described above, Donald 

does not lament his inability to connect with a certain group of students. Donald identifies the 

energetic investment he needs to make with students who remain resistant to possibilities that 

would benefit them. He justifies his acceptance of his inability to connect to such students as an 

investment that he is unwilling to make, uninspired to “summon up the energy to do so.” Donald 

does not see his inability to connect to students who are intense in their avoidance and resistance 

as a failure on his part.  Even though Donald thrives to act with dignity and respect towards the 

students, he does not see his inability to work with a group of students contradictory to his 

principled position of treating people with dignity and respect. Instead, Donald justifies a sense 

of dignity and respect towards self that prevents him from summoning up the energy required to 

work with a certain type of student. Donald informs and justifies his current actions based on his 

prior experiences in counseling. He recalls how his ability to work with a varied group of people 

generated a high caseload for him, and that experience informed him about the boundaries he 

needed to draw for himself.  Therefore, Donald is deeply driven by the kind of relationship he 

needs to form and maintain with self so that he could be useful to the students with whom he can 

create relationships that he values. In this regard, Donald is not that different from Andrew or 
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Willard who identified the ideal type of students with whom they like to work and offered 

justifications for their preferences. 

 While one group of participants looked inwards to justify their actions and relationships 

with students, another group of participants relied on reasons external to themselves to inform 

and justify their relationships with students. The basis for relationships within this group of 

participants appeared to be more closely aligned with meeting goals and outcomes expected of a 

position or job description.  The way in which this group of participants would approach 

relationship building stood in stark contrast to those who would develop emotional relationships 

that were more closely aligned with the self.  The participants identified as being in this group 

found different meaning and purpose behind creating their relationships with students. For 

example, Donna, who has served in an executive leadership role on her campus for several years, 

described her interaction with a student.  Donna said the following: 

She [the student] knows that I’m in a position of authority, or I’m perceived to be in a 

position of authority.  I don’t know that I have such authority, but she perceives me to be 

in a position of authority makes me feel like it pulls more then just the mentor.  Like 

maybe another student or another faculty mentor.  So I feel obligated now, that I have to 

somehow do something that’s going to help her with her situation.  I don’t know if I can 

or not, but now I feel compelled because she does see me in this position…So I feel like 

‘Wow’ that’s a big responsibility that she is placing on me.  I don’t think that she’s 

consciously doing that, but I feel it.  I feel that she is kinda expecting me to live up to this. 

As Donna enters into the relationship with the student, she begins by creating a rationale for why 

the relationship is beginning.  In this case, Donna assumes that the student is coming to see her 

because the student knows that she is in a position of authority.  The position of authority is 
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important to Donna, who makes an effort to illustrate the differences between the student going 

to see a peer or a mentor, as well as assuming that her position is better able to assist the student.  

The combination of how Donna sees herself in her position and what it represents and the 

assumption of what the student expects from the relationship creates a sense of obligation for 

Donna.  This sense of obligation persists, even though Donna is not sure if she will be able to 

produce a favorable outcome for the student.  For Donna, the relationship is borne of the 

responsibility that was created by virtue of her position and the students’ expectations of what 

that authority can achieve.  It does not appear that Donna or the student has any other 

expectations from the relationship other than to reach a specific outcome.  The justification for 

Donna’s action is borne out of her sense of her position’s importance, her sense of what the 

student perceives her position to be, and how her position will allow her to reach a desired 

outcome. 

 Stella, a young professional who had less than five years in her current position, also 

illustrated the use of position or outcomes to justify relationships. Stella described her experience 

when she made her connection with a student: 

I think my connection with him may have started when he stood up and said that my class 

was a waste of time.  I don’t know if that statement he made, made me become connected 

to him then and there, just because at that point, I felt I needed to focus on the student and 

make him understand that this is not trying to waste his time, but trying to help him.  So I 

think it was when he stood up and made that comment that I thought it was real bold of 

him to kind of stand up in class and say that to a professor…I mean I wasn’t offended by 

it.  I guess because we hear that quite often from our students about [the class].  But I 

guess I admired that he stood up and stated what he was feeling at that moment, even if it 
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made him look—I guess I admired him because he probably stood up and said what 

everybody else in the class was thinking…I guess what made it different was that he said 

it and continued coming to class.  Versus other students say it and you never see them 

again.  So I guess he’s different in the sense that he had a perception of the class but was 

willing to give it a chance and that he stayed.  So every week when I’d see him, I’d think 

‘Oh so here’s the kid that thought this was a waste of his time, but he keeps coming’, you 

know? 

The connection for Stella with the student started when the student made his declaration about 

the class being a waste of time.  Stella, who is not sure that the statement in and of its self was 

why she became connected to the student, thought it was important to explain to the student the 

purpose of the class.  Stella admired that the student challenged the norm and took the initiative 

to say to the position of authority, the professor, that he thought that the class was a waste of 

time.  Stella acknowledges that many of the students in the class hold the same belief, however, 

students do not, apparently, make a habit of confronting the instructor.  However, the connection 

appears to be linked to the student continuing to come to class, despite the declaration of the 

class being a waste of time.   For Stella, the connection to the student was that he continued to 

come to class even though he did not (initially?) see a value in what was being presented in the 

class.  It appears that Stella justified continuing the relationship with the student as long as he 

continued to come to class.  With the student working toward what Stella explained was the 

desired outcome, she experienced a connection to the student. Had the student not continued to 

come to class following the declaration, it would have been more difficult for Stella to justify the 

relationship, as she relied on the weekly reinforcement of the student coming to class to continue 

to justify her relationship with the student.  There was a link established by Stella that was 
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related to the roles of both the instructor and the student, apparently based on what her 

perception of the expectations should be in order to justify the relationship. 

 The connection between position and outcomes for some of the participants’ 

justifications appeared to be informed directly by what they perceived to be their position’s 

responsibility.  For these participants, similar to Donna and Stella, the justification for entering 

into the relationship was built on expectations that were either projected, or perceived to be 

affiliated, with their responsibilities.  This group of participants also did not inspire their actions 

through internally motivated reasons for personal investment as in the case of other participants. 

Instead, this group of people tended to align themselves to certain aspects of their job 

responsibilities that could determine the type of relationship they will form with their students.   

 For example, two coaches in this study demonstrated their conceptualization of their 

position’s responsibilities. Had those responsibilities been absent, they might not have been 

inspired to form the relationships that they did. Tiffany, who has over 10 years of experience in 

coaching collegiate athletics, based her justification on entering into a relationship focusing 

almost exclusively on outcomes.  Tiffany explained the difficulty she had in making the 

connections with the following comment: 

Anytime you are in a situation as a coach, you don’t want to get too close to the kids, but 

on the other hand you do…Like getting to know them, talking to their parents, getting to 

know about their lives.  Are they going to fit with our kids?  Are they a good person?  

Like we spend a ton of time getting to know them because you know team dynamics are 

so important, so that if you don’t know them on a personal level, you don’t know how 

they are going to fit with the team…But I think your main group are the ones that you get 

closer to.  And I think that some of that goes back to the recruiting process because you 
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spend so much time getting those top kids and convincing them and spending time with 

their family and that kind of thing as opposed that kid that just walks into your program.  

You don’t spend anytime recruiting, doing all the background stuff, where you start to get 

that emotional connection where you see where they come from, what their family life is 

like, their hardships, their strengths or weaknesses, as opposed to a kid who just walks on.  

So I think you do become a little closer to that group that you invest more time in, I 

would say. 

As Tiffany begins looking at students as potential members of her team, she gets to know the 

students on a more personal basis to determine whether or not the student will fit in with the 

team.  This brings her closer to the students even though she wants to keep a distance from them.  

She also tries to assess whether or not the student is a good person in an attempt to match up the 

new recruit with the existing team dynamics.  If the student will not fit in with the existing team, 

it could have a negative effect on whether or not Tiffany’s team can be successful.  Tiffany also 

suggests that she does get closer to the students she considers to be the main players on the team.  

This is due to the amount of time that she will spend investigating and determining whether or 

not the student will be a good fit.  Tiffany does not have the opportunity to investigate the 

backgrounds of students who walk onto the team in the same way that she invests in her main 

team.  For Tiffany, time getting to know the student on a personal level creates the emotional 

connection, which includes promises she has made to the parents as well as her examination of 

potential team dynamics. Although un-recruited athletes could show up and try to make the team 

(walk-in athlete) and could have similar backgrounds and challenges, they are not seen in the 

same way by Tiffany.  The relationship, for Tiffany, is based on the student’s ability to meet her 

specific outcomes for the team’s success.  The relationship outside of the context of being a good 
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team member does not appear to be important to Tiffany.  The justification for Tiffany to enter 

into the relationship (or not) is situated in achieving the outcome of creating a winning athletic 

team.  

A similar focus on achieving outcomes that are linked to job description can be seen in 

the interview with Abel, a coach who has worked with various teams at several different colleges.  

Like Tiffany, Abel has a particular way of creating emotional attachments to his students in an 

effort to fulfill his responsibilities.  While describing the way in which he creates an emotional 

connection to his team members, Abel mentioned the following:, 

I think that a lot depends on circumstances.  You know if a kid came here after two 

weeks and you deal with a major thing, you know we get through it and they become 

better for it.  Then I think that intensity increases over time.  Cause some players honestly 

have been here for over four years and they have never been in here [the office].  

Honestly very few, but some.  You know after four years they never set foot in here.  Of 

course I know them.  I see them on a daily basis.  But seeing them on a daily basis, 

shaking hands and asking how you doing, as opposed to coming in here, talking one-on-

one, is a completely different thing.  I taught them all in [his sport], but sometimes not for 

a long period of time.  Most of [the sport] is out there, out there on the field, but in here, 

most of it is away from the game, you know if they are struggling with things.  But 

honestly, probably in the 15 years as a coach, I have maybe had ten players who I have 

never even dealt with one-on-one.  Away from [the sport] I do not know them.  So those 

relationships go down.  So obviously, when they first come, you bring them in and you 

say you can talk to me about anything, you know, but with some players I have never 

dealt with anything.  I think that different players deal with things differently.  Some 
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people are obviously different, you know?  Some guys talk about it with their friends, too, 

you know?  Some guys have never been in here…But I would like to think that by the 

time that they leave, I have helped them with something besides sports, you know? 

Abel connects to his team members when they come to him to discuss a problem.  Once there is 

the initial discussion, then Abel sees the opportunity to develop a closer relationship over time.  

However, if the student does not come into his office, then apparently no relationship is sought.  

The decision to enter into the relationship rests with the student.  As Abel describes, there have 

been some students that only interact with him in the context of the sport.  It does not appear that 

he pursues the student to create a relationship.  For Abel however, the opportunity to make a 

connection is when the student comes into his office to get assistance from him.  Abel values the 

personal one-on-one relationships that he has with his students when they come to him to present 

their problems.  However, Abel shows that his justification of entering into the relationship with 

students is based on their athletic ability helping him to reach his job expectations.  Even though 

he would like to have an influence in his student’s lives outside of the sport, it is not an essential 

element for him in his work with students.  Ultimately, for Abel, the decision of whether or not 

the student wishes more from their relationship rests with the students.  Interactions with the 

students are based on their performance on the field.   

 Those who base their relationships on outcomes also have moments where they identify 

being unsuccessful in creating emotional connections with students.  Each of the participants 

were asked questions during their interviews to describe times when they were unsuccessful in 

creating relationships. 
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For Stella, she reflected on her interactions during her experience in teaching a remedial 

class.  Although Stella holds a position that is primarily administrative, her other duties do take 

her into the classroom.  Reflecting on the question, Stella responded: 

I haven’t taught that [class] for a semester now, so my meetings with students have 

diminished, you know?  But I still have [another class] that I mentor for.  But I can’t 

think of a student that I have mentored that I felt that I wasn’t connected to.  You know, I 

have never felt that sense of, I guess, dismissal for the student.  I guess I always felt that 

it’s my sense or my job to help them if I am going to be their mentor.  I am making the 

commitment to help them.  So I can’t think of an example of where I haven’t been 

emotionally connected to a student yet. 

While the focus of Stella’s response to the question was focused on times that she was successful, 

it provides some insight into how Stella makes meaning of the relationship when there is a lack 

of connection.  Stella finds it difficult to describe a time when she did not connect directly to the 

student with whom she has had a mentorship relationship.  When examining the excerpt of when 

she felt justified in creating a relationship, Stella found it important that the student continued 

coming to class, unlike those who did not.  Similarly, when examining when she is unsuccessful 

in making a connection, she finds it difficult to find a time where she did not. In both cases, her 

descriptions are limited to those students who she has served or with whom she maintains 

contact through the classroom.  If the student continued to come to class, she would seem to 

emotionally connect with that student.  For those students who did not continue coming to her 

class, she would not be as likely to pursue a relationship with those particular students.  For 

Stella, students who come to class and meetings are the students with whom she creates a 

relationship.  Those who do not take advantage of her mentorship are apparently not counted as a 
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failure because, apparently for Stella, no relationship existed.  Instead, Stella limits her focus to 

those with whom she has established some sort of contact, rather than concerning herself with 

those with whom no relationship was sought or expected.  

Tiffany also appears to limit her definition of emotional connection with those students 

who will provide her with the desired outcomes.  As Tiffany described her experience of creating 

successful relationships, she began to allude to those players with whom she did not feel that she 

was successful in creating emotional connections.  Tiffany said: 

I have had a couple of players that, you know, we’ve recruited and they have come in and 

they just don’t care and you can tell.  And those kids come and pass through your 

program rather quickly.  For us, they don’t usually stick around for more than a year, year 

and a half, because it is a lot of time, a lot of work.  And if they are not there to put in all 

of that effort, then they’ll weed themselves out.  And I have had a few where I just never 

made a connection with them, for whatever reason…We have had a couple that we have 

recruited heavily and we thought that they were going to be amazing.  And they come, 

and they’re not.  And that’s recruiting.  Every coach misses on recruiting and every year 

you miss a little bit. 

Tiffany seems to limit her definition of a successful relationship to the student’s ability to 

produce on the field.  If the student did not care, it was what Tiffany could interpret as not being 

successful in creating the relationship.  Although she does not take adverse actions against the 

student, she instead relies on the student to make the assessment that it is no longer worth the 

effort to stay on the team.  When she does not feel that she is successful in making the 

connection, Tiffany justifies the lack of connection by explaining the failures as inherent in the 

recruiting process. Tiffany’s perception of the student’s inability to produce the desired 
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outcomes and to live up to the expectations that she has imagined is reason enough not to invest 

in the relationship and to create distance between herself and the student. 

Abel, who is also a coach, has a slightly different approach to his athletes than Tiffany.  

Abel mentioned the following: 

We had a kid last year we were working with.  You know him.  Good kid and you know 

and unfortunately he was drunk most of the time.  A couple of years ago I saw him 

playing.  You know, a pretty good player, you know?  He didn’t drink and that was 

awesome, you know?  That’s what I am looking for in athletes.  That’s cool.  That’s 

awesome.  He told me how driven he was and that he wants to come here and do well and 

this and that.  It’s OK.  That’s cool, you know.  I wanted nothing but the best for him 

when he first came in.  He went to a couple of events and parties, and then he was drunk 

all the time.  So it’s OK.  That’s life.  As long as you’re not violating the law or polices, 

you know.  He’s not getting into trouble at their homes, in society.  So it went on and we 

have a couple of issues.  You always saw him drunk all the time, got pissed off at 

everything, you know, with quite the language, you know?   So I waited a couple of times.  

‘Well I just got down on myself [student]’.  Well that can’t happen, you know?  You’re 

always pissed off.  Why are you here?  And then he had more problems with drinking, so 

I eventually I address it with him.  So I think you should tell me, I never forget.  When I 

first met you, you know, you told me that you didn’t drink.  Oh then that is decidedly not 

the case.  Then obviously I lost trust in him…You know I could never get to the kid, you 

know?  He’s not here anymore…The communication was poor and there was no 

emotional connection at all.  There’s no trust for him, you know.  It may be me, but I 
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don’t know, you know?  So I think most of the time that you know, and emotional 

connection is when you haven’t broken a trust, you know? 

As Abel describes his specific interactions with the student, he begins by creating a context that 

the student was a good kid, but then begins to describe issues with the student’s behavior.  While 

Abel has a concern with the behavior of the student, he seems content to let the behavior 

continue until it begins to grow beyond a personal choice by the student.  When the behavior 

starts to grow beyond the student’s control and potentially implicate Abel, that is when he makes 

decisions to address the behavior.  Abel makes the decision to address the behavior when the 

behaviors of the student begins to “affect society.”  The issue for Abel then begins to evolve into 

a trust issue that has been created by the student by lying.  Abel interprets the lack of emotional 

connection as violations of trust that were, apparently, created by the student’s actions and that 

have evolved to become observed by others.  Abel appears to externalize the responsibility for 

the relationship not reaching an emotional connection by assigning blame away from himself.  

The student’s behavior, by Abel’s description, has been consistent regarding the use of alcohol 

and anger issues.  It is only when the context of the student’s alcohol use begin to change and 

begins to impact how others may view Abel, that Abel interprets the behaviors as problematic.  

The inability of the student to comply with the expectations that Abel interprets as permissible 

by society creates a breech for Able and seems to create a chasm that cannot be bridged by the 

student. 

Summary of Justifications, Successes and Failures 

As each of the participants described their experiences, they provided valuable context 

for how they make decisions.  It is through this context that some insight can be gained as to 

their worldview.  Whether the participant saw the relationship as wholly resting on the self, or 
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saw the relationship simply as chance and outcome based, the analysis of the data allows 

provides better understanding as to each participant’s locus of control. 

  For those participants that relied on the self to justify entering into a relationship, there 

was a close alignment with those who possess an internal locus of control.  For example, Willard, 

Donald and Bernie all cited some level of connection emotionally with the issue that was posed 

to them by their students.  By relating the presenting issues to their own situations or relating 

directly to the pain that the student was feeling, they began to make some personal connections 

to the students’ situation.  By relating to the issue on an emotional level, their tendency was to 

view the students’ issue through their personal lens and accept personal responsibility for 

resolving the students’ issues.  Accepting responsibility and viewing what occurs as a direct 

response to actions that they have taken may be reflective of an internal locus of control.  

Standing in some contrast, Stella, Donna, Abel and Tiffany indicate differences in how 

context can be created by Student Affairs professionals.  For some of the relationships, the sense 

of an obligation created the basis for the relationship.  The involvement in the relationship lasts 

for the duration of the obligation and outcome, rather than existing for the purpose of self-

fulfillment that was expressed by those with an internal locus of control.  For others, it appeared 

that the interactions with their students were determined by job description or the expectations of 

others as it related to their position.  In most cases, the interactions with the students were not 

attached on a similar emotional level that was exhibited by those with an internal locus of control.  

In addition, the interpretation of entering into a relationship for some was limited to those that 

they served.  If there were seemingly no benefit to the professional, they would not enter into the 

relationship nor view the relationship as a failure.  By viewing the relationships as occurring by 
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chance or limited to an obligation created by position or job description is similar to those who 

have an external locus of control. 

How each participant views the world influences the way in which they will establish 

relationships.  Further, this worldview guides their reasoning as they judge whether or not a 

relationship is a success or failure.  By gaining some understanding as to what the participants 

describe as their view of the world, some understanding of the participant’s locus of control can 

be approached.    
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Relational, Conditional and Transitional Profiles and Compassion Fatigue 

The recognition of the locus of control and how the participants viewed relationships 

formulate the building blocks as the experience of compassion fatigue is explored.  Relationships 

are vital to the investigation of compassion fatigue, as a connection with the client material must 

be established in order for the condition to exist (Figley, 2002).  Therefore, the study of how the 

relationships are established requires some scrutiny.  However, the locus of control, in and of 

itself, cannot be used as an indicator of whether or not an individual will experience compassion 

fatigue.   In some cases, the locus of control could be attributable to a specific situation or based 

on unseen conditions that have been placed on the relationship.  However, the interviews and the 

visual analysis can only approximate the worldview of each participant.  This is because there 

exists among the participants such a diverse expanse of life experiences that it would be nearly 

impossible to construct a predictive model that would be accurate.  There can, however, be an 

examination of the participants’ individual experiences and how this influenced their personal 

journey with compassion fatigue. 

During this study, the participants were asked the following question; “Describe for me a 

time when you felt connected to a student’s experience.”  This invited a variety of responses 

based on the individualized experiences.  As these experiences were analyzed, three distinct 

profiles were developed based on how the participants established, maintained and ended their 

relationships.  These three profiles were Relational, Conditional, and Transitional.  The term 

“profiles” was used because the analysis reflects an aggregated view of all of the participants’ 

experiences.  This is necessary as each person brings a lifetime of experiences that construct their 

individual realities (McCann and Pearlman, 1990).  Each of the terms also refers to how the 
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participants expressed their experience with relationships at the various stages.  I will first offer a 

brief definition of each of the profiles before offering a detailed analysis of each profile. 

Relational Profile 

The relational profile refers to those participants who described their experience as being 

focused on creating and maintaining relationships with others.  The participants suggest that they 

equate the number of relationships that they make with being a successful professional.  They are 

very satisfied when they do create a relationship and appear to be disappointed when they can’t, 

often times creating elaborate explanations as to why they weren’t successful. 

Their focus on their actions as the reason for creating the relationships (or not) indicates 

that the worldview of those with the relational profile has an internal locus of control.  The 

internal locus of control meant that there was the appearance that the participants identified as 

having a relational profile would take responsibility for whether or not they were successful in 

creating and maintaining relationships.  This focus meant that the participants would invest their 

self heavily in making their relationships successful.  Successful interactions were met with 

extreme elation while “failures” were expressed as personal shortcomings.  The outcome of the 

relationship therefore became the priority for these participants. 

Those in the relational profile would also show a tendency to focus on emotions as their 

rationale when helping others.  Participants would primarily use affective language to describe 

their justification for interactions with students, often times exhibiting those emotions, as they 

would describe their experiences.  The prevalence of emotions in the description was valuable to 

note, as it became representative of how working with students affected the participants’ reality.  

The relationships brought a sense of emotional satisfaction and, as a result, bolstered the 

participants’ sense of self. 
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Another element that is unique to the relational profile is how participants perceived the 

duration of their relationships with others.  When asked to illustrate their relationships with 

others, the participants with a relational profile articulated their relationships with students as 

interminable.  In their descriptions of relationships, the participants would describe their 

reconnection with students as seamless, often time picking up where they left off months or years 

prior.  The participants would also discuss a reinvestment of the emotional connection with 

students as they described a new, deeper connection that they developed with students.  Their 

approach to relationships confirmed that the relationship was the goal. 

Conditional Profile 

The conditional profile refers to those participants who described their experiences in 

developing relationships with students as being primarily transactional in nature.  In order for the 

transaction to take place, certain elements, or conditions, needed to exist in order for the two 

parties to enter into the relationship.  If the conditions were not met, then the transaction would 

not commence. 

In the conditional profile, the relationships with students among the identified 

participants appeared to be aligned with rational decision-making, apparently relying on 

cognitive thinking rather than finding an emotional justification for entering into the relationship.  

The use of cognitive process works to create a sense of separation between the self and student.  

This separation created the basis for viewing the participants as possessing an external locus of 

control.  The external locus of control suggests that causality exists outside of the self and can be 

due to factors outside of the participants’ control. 

Those participants who exhibited characteristics that could be part of the conditional 

profile also indicated an alignment toward their professional self, which could be defined by 
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their job description.  Participants would describe their interactions with students and others in 

terms of outcomes and how others would view the outcomes.  In general, those with the 

conditional profile would often use the company line relating their experiences in terms 

associated closely with the desired outcomes of their position.  This alignment between self and 

the professional self was an attribute that I associated with those who maintained a conditional 

profile. 

Unlike the participants who were profiled as relational, the participants profiled as 

conditional defined their relationships as bound to a specific purpose, with a finite duration.  

With little consideration for the emotional experiences of the students, the participants appeared 

to have a predetermined point at which they would disengage from the relationship. This would 

indicate the end of the relationship.  One participant described the end of the relationship: “As 

soon as they graduate, I will disconnect the relationship myself.  I had a great connection with 

him, but as soon as he graduated, I’m like, it’s time to move on.  Go find another mentor.”  This 

perspective coincides with the perception that for participants in this profile, relationships are 

linked to outcomes and are transactional in nature.  These participants seldom used emotions to 

describe interactions with students.  

Transitional Profile 

The transitional profile refers those participants that displayed characteristics of both the 

relational and the conditional profiles.  Utilizing both the rational decision-making and cognitive 

processes that are characteristic of the conditional profile, with the use of affective descriptors 

and desire to have an ongoing relationship typical of the relational profile, the transitional profile 

presents a true hybridization of the profiles. 
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Initially describing the development of relationships, the participants identified as having 

the transitional profile have a tendency to use a cognitive approach to the relationship, i.e. using 

outcome-based criteria for evaluating their interactions with students.  They also seem to rely on 

an external locus of control to explain why individuals would or would not successfully enter 

into the relationship.  Indeed, there were some students who would not receive the full benefit of 

the connection based on not successfully meeting the criteria. 

However, if a student successfully met the conditions that were utilized by the participant,  

the participant seemed to transition into a relationship that exhibited the characteristics of a 

relational profile.  The shift was noticeable as the participant would begin to describe the 

relationship using emotional language and with an open ended approach.  This change made it 

possible to argue that perhaps there was a shift in locus of control from being external to internal. 

The participant, while transitioning, using the student’s reaction continues to assess investing in 

this relationship is worthy of the shift of the locus of the control. In other words, while the 

participant shifts the focus to building an emotional connection with their students, they also 

place a responsibility on how the student reacts to their investment to reinforce their decision to 

invest in the relationship.  

 The unique characteristic of this group of participants was that they could maintain 

conditional relationships with some students and connect with other students emotionally. For 

the students who did not offer any reason for emotional investment, this group of participants 

maintained a relationship that was outcome-based and finite.  In those instances, the locus of 

control seemed to remain external, meaning that the success or failure of the relationship was 

determined to exist outside of the participant’s responsibility and the participants did not 

internalize failure to be something that they did incorrectly.  For those students who successfully 
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reinforced the emotional investment of the participants, the relationship was viewed as open-

ended and became the focus of the continued interaction.  The locus of control became internal 

while the participant continuously assessed the value of emotional investment based on the 

students’ reaction to the investment.  In all cases, the profiles appear to represent the way that the 

participants viewed themselves and acted in accordance to protect the self-concept. 

To illustrate the different profiles, I have created three vignettes that are representative of 

the experiences of the participants.  Each of the composite vignettes was created through the 

combined experiences that were common among the participants in each profile. While the 

description and actions of the character of the composite vignette is singular, please keep in mind 

the profile is representative of multiple participants of both genders and varying degrees of 

experience as Student Affairs professionals. Also, since some of the incidents related by the 

participants were specific with identifiable details, even when pseudonyms were used, a profile-

based description was strategic to protect specific participants in order to focus on patterns of 

incidents. Thus, the profiles represent a pattern of incidents without specific identifiable details. 

Where relevant, direct quotes have been used from the interview to emphasize a point. Otherwise, 

paraphrased comments and ideas are used to synthesize participants’ perspectives.  Concluding 

the profile descriptions, I offer discussions and comparisons between profiles to explore the role 

of compassion fatigues on participants who are categorized in the three profiles. 

The Relational Profile and Compassion Fatigue 

Rachael is a Student Affairs professional in higher education with a varied background in 

working in different capacities as a Student Affairs professional.  Although her job description 

does not say that she is a counselor, certainly she finds herself in situations where she needs to 

work with students in this fashion.  Students will present her with issues of various kinds, 
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ranging from the seemingly insignificant to incidents that will require referral to trained 

professionals.  In most cases, however, Rachael approaches each student with the same level of 

concern regardless of whether the issue is critical or not. 

The Story of Relational Rachael.  Rachael is identified as a representation of the 

relational profile.  She is considered to have a relational profile because at the outset, her concern 

revolves around creating a relationship in an effort to help students and to solve their problem.  

There does not appear to be any other motivation or pre-conditions that exist for Rachael when 

working with their students.  The relational profile is defined by the motivation to create and 

maintain relationships. 

As an example, when examining Rachael’s office, visitors are greeted with an open floor 

plan, with the opening of his U-shaped desk facing the door.  Surrounding a visitor to Rachael’s 

office are pictures of her with students and of her family, trinkets from her students, and artwork 

from one of her students.  The seating is open to the visitor with no barriers between her and her 

guests. The items provide a stark contrast to the concrete-block walls that make up the walls of 

her office.  It creates an atmosphere that almost invites visitors into her personal world, making 

the concrete blocks disappear. 

When a student comes into Rachael’s office, Rachael begins her interaction by making 

the student feel comfortable.  This is an important part of her technique when meeting with 

students as Rachael feels that it allows her to reduce any barriers that may exist to help the 

student.  Making a student feel comfortable does not only rest on what she has to say, it also is 

represented in the décor. Rachael says: 



 
 

154 

I want to make them feel welcome. I want them to tell me things.  I think that for me, it’s 

my whole essence or my way of servicing my students.  I give them 150% of my time 

because I know, um, the value of helping these particular students. 

The primary concern of Rachael was to make the student feel comfortable so that an emotional 

connection can be made.  The layout of the office, the intent to make a student feel comfortable, 

and the need to have that emotional connection are part of the characteristics that situate Rachael 

as relational.  Once the relationship was established, then Rachael could work on solving the 

problem that the student presented.  

Rachael maintains that if she makes the student feel welcomed that she can better assess 

the student’s concerns and fix their problem.  Rachael says, “I just make her feel welcome and I 

really want to help them.  I want to find out what their problem is.  That’s my whole thing.  

What’s the problem?  How do I fix that?”  Rachael maintains that if she creates a comfortable 

atmosphere, it will allow the students to share their story and their feelings with her. 

Solving the problem is what Rachael says is her motivation for wanting students to 

connect with her.  When recalling a specific interaction, Rachael related what was going through 

her mind as the student told Rachael her story.  Rachael said, “How am I going to help this 

person?  How am I going to get her the right information?  How do I follow up?  I needed to get 

her information, so that I could help her.”  In talking further about why it was so important to 

find out what the problem is, Rachael explained.  “Cause I can see their pain.  Cause they may 

not know!  They know that they need help but they really don’t know what the problem is.  So 

we have to find the problem.”  The problem, Rachael maintains, will present itself only if she has 

a relationship with the student. 
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Rachael relies on her ability to connect with students to create a successful relationship.  

“Part of my technique is to build a relationship with everyone,” says Rachael.  “Um, I think that 

kind of continues with if I am friends with you, they’re friends with me, we help each other.  So 

the more friends I have, the stronger I am.”   Rachael continues, “And it is very rare that I can’t 

win someone over, with my charm or logic, expertise or whatever.” As a result of making the 

student comfortable, Rachael can find out what the problem the student is experiencing and 

therefore help the student resolve whatever problems they may have.   

Although most of the students seek out Rachael for her expertise, not every student who 

comes to Rachael’s office is there of his or her choice.  In some cases, the students are required 

to meet with her as a result of an institutional policy violation.  Being compelled to meet with her 

as a result of an adverse action sometimes places a barrier between Rachael and her students, and 

in some cases a relationship cannot be established.  However, this does not change Rachael’s 

desire to create a relationship with the student.  Rachael says, “I ask some questions, such as: 

‘Are you involved on campus?  Where do you live?  What’s your family like?  Do you have the 

support of your family?’  And things like that.”  Rachael reported that many of the students do 

not engage on a personal level and do not offer her any information outside of the policy 

violations. 

Fortunately, there are students who are visiting Rachael as a result of an adverse 

disciplinary action, who take the opportunity to engage in a relationship.  Rachael said: 

And I have had a couple of that just like, wait, what?!  What did you say?  I mean I have 

had a couple of students in my office for copyright infringement end up with me walking 

them down [to counseling] for a sexual assault that occurred two years ago. 
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It is these moments that Rachael holds as important, reinforcing her belief that connecting to the 

student is an effective method of resolving the student’s problems.  Rachael mentioned: 

When I get to those moments in my work and I have time to process and reflect on what 

it all means, I then always motivate myself with two statements that I continually repeat: 

Do the right thing.  Do your job well.  Do the right thing.  Do your job well.  And 

[taking] a few minutes of just processing what just happened.  But I think my next innate 

reaction is ‘How do I get through this?  What’s the solution?  How do we solve this 

problem?’  And then you need to get to—you need to get back to work.   

With the backdrop of the relationship being established and the creation of an atmosphere that is 

conducive to the student sharing their problems, Rachael listens to what the student has to say 

with the intent of solving the problem. Even though Rachael is relational and invests 

considerable effort to establish a relationship, there are times when she experiences some 

significant stumbling blocks.  She is not able to create successful relationships with every student 

that she encounters. These instances are perceived with some sense of failure or loss. 

For example, when asking Rachael about a time when she could not develop a 

relationship, her response was, “…they just don’t need much from me…they just need me to 

confirm for them what they already know.  And [they] don’t need my services, they just want me 

to confirm what they are already doing correctly.”  Additionally, Rachael stated that there are 

some people that she  

can’t get along with.  And as a person who wants everybody to like me, I have to come to 

terms with there are people who I can’t get along with.  That I can’t win over… But if I 

failed at my work with a student that would be much more tragic to me.  But that 

[paternal] feeling with students is much stronger.  Cause I think students are more 
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vulnerable.  They don’t have skills to get through a situation and they need me more.  

This example showcases a key element of the relational profile. 

The connection that Rachael has with students not only incorporates the elements that she feels 

are necessary for a beneficial relationship to exist, they also create a reinforcing mechanism for 

Rachael that feeds her self-concept.  Rachael’s references to feeling needed indicate that there 

are personal needs that might be met based on how she creates and maintains her relationship 

with her students.  When a student needs Rachael and communicates that verbally and through 

actions, a reciprocal relationship develops between Rachael and the student as they both benefit 

in some way from being dependent on each other in the context of the relationship.  

The preferred technique that Rachael will use to solve the students’ problem is by forging 

emotional connections with her students.  Calling the ways in which she connects to her students 

“empathy,” Rachael cites that, “It makes me good at reaching out to students and relating to 

them.”   Empathy could be, “relat[ing] at some emotional level about the pain that [students] are 

going through.”  It is through this level of empathy and connection to the student’s pain that 

Rachael states allows her to be effective in creating a mutually beneficial relationship with her 

students.  Rachael states that the connection for her is “…instantaneous.  It is like time stands 

still.  I don’t think that time or anything else is more important to me at that particular time 

frame.”  The connection is what then prompts her into action; “I have to do more!  I have to take 

action!”  

Rachael uses the connection she has made with the students to create a justification for 

action.  Rachael gives an example of a student who was required to meet with her as a result of a 

policy violation.  Rachael explained the following: 
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And so he had to come in front of [me], who he knew as an advocate for minority 

students, student programming and all that other stuff.  And as we were trying to follow 

the procedure for discipline, this young man began to share his entire personal history.  

Which had a lot to do with neglect, um, abandonment, ah, unachievable goals, and that he 

had goals, but nobody to support him to attain them.  Um, he began to cry.  And then I 

began to cry.  Because you know the student well and what he just shared made you 

closer with him.  I then felt like where my eyes were watery, that I needed to be strong 

and just continue to listen and inform him about our procedures and the likely outcome of 

the situation.  And I think part of this that I am extremely sensitive.  Um I think that I am 

very intuitive about personal pain that people may be experiencing.  I apparently could 

relate to him at some emotional level about the pain that he was going through. 

Making the connection to the students’ story on an emotional level is what Rachael uses as her 

motivation to find a solution for the student.  Rachael used the emotions created through the 

story of the student revolving around her perceptions of what abandonment, neglect and no 

support for goals meant to her to identify with the student’s problem to justify her responses to 

the student and how she would then act.  The emotional connection also creates a sense of 

ownership on the part of the participants to resolve the problem for the student. 

The ownership that Rachael creates for her students’ problems is ownership in the sense 

that Rachael feels a sense of personal obligation to help the student relieve their pain. Rachael’s 

emotional connection is the connection that she has with the emotions attached to the problem.  

At this point in the relationship, with Rachael finding that she has a close emotional connection 

to the student’s issues, she creates a justification for action and developing ownership for the 

students’ problem.  Rachael finds a solution to the client’s problem by taking an action, which in 
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some cases is a referral to other services on campus.  When giving a specific example, Rachael 

mentioned: 

She started to cry, and for me, at that particular time, all I wanted to was to make her feel 

comfortable, and get her the help she needed.  She did eventually say ‘Yes, I want to 

speak to somebody about that’.  So I called [the counselor]…to let them know she was 

coming.  [They] took her right away. 

The referral for Rachael is an option to use when she is confronted with a situation that she does 

not feel capable of handling.  In short, it is the only solution she appears to rely on at this point 

but the solution becomes an assurance to Rachael that the student was helped as much as she 

could and is still getting the necessary additional help needed that she could not provide. 

When Rachael refers a student to another professional that she believes will help the 

student, it does not end her connection with the student.  On the contrary, the referral seems as 

though it heightens the self-doubt.  Rachael, when discussing about a student whom she referred 

to a counselor, said the following: 

I thought about [the situation] all night and then spent all of Thursday, uh, trying to find 

the young lady.  In the end, I was worried; where is she?  She is not in class.  Is 

everything ok?  Did something happen at the end of the meeting?...was there stuff that 

she left out?  What could I have done?  I didn’t walk her to [counseling]; I just assumed 

that she was going to go.  Should I have walked her to [counseling]?  What if I missed the 

one opportunity to get her to [counseling]?  I questioned myself a lot. 

The self-doubt generated through this process creates a spiraling effect, which seems to 

immobilize Rachael.  Her focus at this point becomes two-fold: First, the focus is to relieve the 

pain for the student and the second point of focus is to answers to her self-doubting questions as 
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it relates to her ability to help the student.  When asked what she was feeling at this point of her 

connection with the student, Rachael replied: 

Worried.  And disappointed with myself.  I shoulda done this, I should have done that 

differently.  Why didn’t I think of that?  Just concerned for her well-being…ah, I was 

mad at myself for only not thinking of those things at the time and only thinking of them 

afterwards. 

Negotiating the self-doubt combined with the concern for the wellbeing of the student makes up 

the essence of compassion fatigue within Rachael.  Compassion fatigue for Rachael is evident as 

she describes the influence on her life.  Rachael shares the following: 

But in this particular one, I did take it home.  And I was bothered by it.  Wondering will 

she still want to go with me or is she going to feel that I broke her trust [by referring it 

out], because now all of these other people know.  I know that night it was kinda—I got 

some sleep, but when you kinda get into the night, you start thinking about it again in 

your sleep, then it would go away.  Then it would come back.  And then just start 

thinking about—I don’t think it was ever anything new, it was just the same stuff going 

through all of the what ifs.  I mean a lot of it happens in my head and I kinda walk 

through things and talk through things.  I mean I’ll practice having second conversations 

with students so that whenever I’m going to follow up with the student through the 

investigation.  Once this is all over, I’ll call you back and I have a conversation in my 

head planned out.  My game plan, and that kind of works for me as far as resolving 

lingering problems or issues or emotions and walking through them.  I mean I really just 

talk to myself and have that internal dialogue. 
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The experience of compassion fatigue as described by Rachael reveals the disruption and 

apparent obsession that revolves around solving the problem for the student.  A similar life 

disruption occurs for each of the participants, usually described as a loss of sleep, self-doubt and 

negative self-talk, and a singular focus on resolving the students’ issues.  This expression of 

compassion fatigue will continue to compound as long as Rachael believes that she has not found 

a solution that will resolve her lingering questions.  In managing her focus, Rachael experiences 

such intense feelings that she cries as a result.  Rachael said: 

I told you that I was a crier and I think that crying is part of this process.  Part of it is just 

having the emotion and getting it out of my system.  And then it’s kind of return to your 

normal heart rate, clear my head, you know?  And a few minutes of processing what just 

happened.  But I think that my next innate reaction after that is ‘How do I get through 

this?  What is the solution?  How do we solve this problem?  What’s the outcome?’ You 

know?  And then you need to get to—get back to work.  

The cycle of self-questioning and experiencing intense emotions as a result of the self-

examination typifies the participants in this relational profile. 

In the midst of dealing with her own internal issues, Rachael will commonly reach out to 

others to discuss her situation in an attempt to mitigate her self-doubt.  Rachael would reach out 

to co-workers, supervisors, and even her spouse, in an attempt to resolve her personal issues 

when a solution is not reached with a student.  In one example, a student reported to Rachael that 

she had been raped.  Rachael had made a referral and struggled to deal with her feelings of 

“being inadequate” in helping the student.  Searching for help in dealing with her own 

connection to the student as well as trying to find solutions, Rachael went to her boss and 
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explained the situation and looked for feedback from the supervisor.  Rachael shared the 

following: 

Like I really felt that, you know, what more can I do?  I did go to my boss and ask him, 

you know is there something that I need to fill out?  Something I can do? What can I do 

to—I don’t know in the sense of what my parameters are—And he said ‘Nah, you did the 

right thing, it’s just a call to the [counselor].’  But I didn’t think that it had affected me 

that much…but in this case, I did take it home.  And I was bothered by it.  And I couldn’t 

sleep.  And I did explain it to [my spouse].  You know, this thing really affected me.  I 

just didn’t expect that. 

Although speaking with others helped Rachael in dealing with some of her immediate feelings 

and concerns, the original cycle of self-doubt and ownership of the students’ problem seemed to 

linger.  

Eventually, Rachael’s pain can come to an end. However that end point is not facilitated 

through conversations with co-workers, supervisors, and significant others. Instead, it seems like 

the pain experienced by Rachael will only disappear if the students she tried to assist would 

report that they had successfully dealt with their issues.  Rachael discussed the feelings that she 

had when she was told that the student was no longer in pain. 

It’s elation (she said smiling broadly).  I can’t even describe it.  I can remember a 

particular student, uh, I was in Dillard’s second floor.  And this particular student saw me 

from across Dillard’s second floor if you will, saying ‘Ms. Rachael! Ms. Rachael!’ And I 

thought, ‘Wow, did I just hit the lottery? What’s going on here?’ 

 Rachael related that the student that she was helping wanted to let her know that she had helped 

her.  Rachael continued, “Thank you very much!  And no monetary award or nothing can top 
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that to me.  That’s the greatest feeling for me, at least…What an awesome feeling, man!  The 

high is just—high.”   

Relief appeared to come in all shapes and forms.  The feelings of relief were not always 

presented with the great fanfare in the story that Rachael was relating.  It could also be subtle.  In 

relating another story, Rachael found herself connected to another student’s issue.  Rachael said: 

But today when she, uh, when she got in, she told me ‘Hi’ and she was like two minutes 

late, but she just like told me right away.  Um, and then when she left, she said ‘Bye.  

Have a nice weekend.’  That made me feel a lot better.  Whatever was blocking—

Whatever she felt was a reason she couldn’t talk to me, had been moved…So that felt—it 

made me feel good. 

The sense of relief and the sense of feeling positive about herself was the same in both examples 

that Rachael provided.  Although the sense of relief was temporary, or as Rachael related, “Until 

the next thing comes up and that good feeling gets pushed to the side,” Rachael’s relief was still 

noticeable in her body language as she described what she had experienced. 

Rachael takes pride in having enduring relationships with her students and views 

successful interactions with students as proof that she is doing a good job.  Rachael provided an 

example: 

I had a researcher who, she was, I was her point of contact.  And her study was to find 

out why Latino students stay in college.  And she told me afterwards, and she interviewed 

all the freshmen, um, in one-on-one interviews with students.  And she did a follow up a 

year later and then a year after that.  And she said surprisingly, several students 

mentioned me by name as a person that made them wanna stay here.  And I’m like, who 
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could that possibly be?  She was interviewing freshmen from like 5,6,7 years ago.  So 

you sit there and think ‘Hey, I do matter’. 

When Rachael was asked to create a graph that would indicate the length of the relationship on 

the x-axis and the intensity of the relationship on the y-axis, she emphasized that the relationship 

was always intact and ongoing.  As Rachael would draw the graph, it was noticeable that the 

relationship on the down side never touched the bottom of the graph, which would have 

indicated that the relationship had terminated (Figure 32). She would speak about student’s 

knowledge of her in her different roles and that she would feel stronger when she had more 

friends.  This sense, that once you create a relationship it is forever, was another hallmark of the 

relational profile. 

 

Figure 32. Drawing representing intensity of relationship over time. 
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Having the enduring relationship, both personally and professionally, reinforces for Rachael that 

connecting to students emotionally is a skill that she needs to maintain.  Rachael asserted: 

So I don’t feel that it is the students that whoever, who would feel unappreciated by my 

work.  I honestly don’t—I have never had a complaint against me from a staff member or 

a student.  And I think that shows that I am pretty good at what I do.  So I come back for 

the students…It’s my own motivation.  Because I have to role model for other people.  I 

have to—I have to demonstrate being strong, feeling pressure, overcoming—you know, I 

have to model that for other people.  I have to. 

Success for Rachael then, can be defined by the connections that she makes with students and 

solving their problems.  The success in turn, can feed her sense of self and makes any personal 

struggles she may have experienced a strength-building exercise. 

Development of Compassion Fatigue for Rachael 

Rachael is a relational being who values emotionally connecting with students, solving 

their problems and feeling a sense of success. The sense of success also has another consequence 

for Rachael.  After the student has reported that they no longer feel pain or distress, there appears 

to be an immediate sense of relief for Rachael.  The self-questioning and the concern about 

appropriate actions, or as Rachael related, “the what if’s,” all disappear from the conversation.  

The focus for Rachael at this time becomes reflecting on the success of the interaction.  And 

almost like feeding a drug habit, Rachael begins looking for the next student with whom she can 

connect, despite the risks of experiencing compassion fatigue again.  Compassion fatigue occurs 

through continuous obsession, self-questioning, taking problems home, and internalizing the 

student’s pain and problem as her own.  The continual search for the next opportunity to connect, 

seek out new relationships, and never assume that the relationship ends, typifies the experiences 
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of the participants who were situated in the relational profile and how they develop compassion 

fatigue. 

Conditional Profile and Compassion Fatigue 

Chuck is a Student Affairs professional who represent the participants who presented a 

conditional profile.  Chuck characterizes professionals who have a wide variety of experiences 

and positions within the institutions that they serve. 

The Story of Conditional Chuck.  When first arriving at Chuck’s office, I notice that I 

am entering into a space where the inhabitant takes pride in his accomplishments.  The walls are 

decorated with those items that highlight professional success, such as walls adorned with 

degrees, certificates of appreciation and photographs of himself with celebrities and high-ranking 

officials within the institution.  The decorations seemed placed to inform visitors of the 

inhabitant’s stature in their position. 

Going further into the office, I notice that the desk is arranged in such a way that it 

creates a barrier between Chuck and myself. The visitor to the office must sit in chairs that are 

directly across from Chuck, while he sits in his chair behind the desk.  Typical of those Chuck 

represents, the way in which the furniture is set in the room creates a formal setting which acts to 

give the participant authority.  It also creates a distinction between where I, as the visitor, is 

supposed to sit and what the extent of my welcome in the office would be. 

As I get set to begin, I notice that somewhat out of view behind the desk, in what I call 

“Chuck’s space”, there are personal pictures of family and personal mementos.  The pictures are 

apparently not to be for the public viewing; rather they seem to be for his enjoyment only.  It 

seems that the atmosphere that Chuck prefers to demonstrate draws a distinction between what is 
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public and what is private.  The way that the office is appointed suggests that he prefers to have a 

professional relationship. 

The establishment of the office with clear boundaries and the creation of a professional 

distance denote that Chuck may have an external locus of control.  An external locus of control 

suggests that situations occur by chance or by luck or by forces beyond Chuck’s control, or 

through actions of others for which Chuck is not personally responsible.  The distance that 

Chuck seeks to create acts as a buffer that ultimately protects his concept of self.  The office 

decoration and the arrangement of the furniture do not invite visitors to connect to Chuck on a 

personal level. 

As we begin the interview, I ask Chuck to describe a time for me where he connected to a 

student on an emotional level.  Chuck takes a moment to think about his response.  Chuck says, 

“Emotionally connected?  I mean there are so many examples that I know of that I experienced 

throughout the time that I have been here.  I just can’t think of a specific one that comes to my 

mind right away.”  Chuck takes a moment to think a bit longer and makes another comment.  

“Do you mean emotionally connected in a positive or a negative way?” Chuck asks.  I answer 

that it is whatever he would like to share.  After a few more minutes, it is apparent that Chuck is 

trying to think of his example, buying time with his questions.  I let Chuck think, allowing the 

silence to build.  Finally, Chuck’s face lights up as he thinks of his example, and he begins to 

share his story. 

These delays, or stalling tactics could be attributed to Chuck being nervous that I was 

recording the interview or that we were sitting down for the formal interview.  However, once 

analyzing the responses of Chuck, this delaying tactic was a common occurrence. Chuck, recalls 

the story that he wanted to share, and begins: 
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One that I can think of is one of my students.  He was a computer science major.  I met 

him as a freshman; he was just a very good leader.  He just stood out and reminded me of 

me, personally.  And talking to him personally, we just had the same sense of humor.  We 

had the same types of motivation.  We just, you know really thought alike.  And I had the 

opportunity to really talk with him, really bring him on board, and really connect with 

him.  And turned out to be someone that I could turn to, through—as a student employee 

but as a student leader, having him serve under me in student government…And 

whenever there would be a project I was working on and I needed a student 

representative or a helping hand, he’d always be there for me in that process.  And it’s 

that same thing; whenever he’d need something, I’d always be there for him. 

The relationship as Chuck begins to describe it, insinuates that there is a purpose and a goal to 

the relationship.  The connection is made because of the similarities of thought and that there 

would exist a quid pro quo relationship.  The nature of the relationship suggests that there are 

conditions to establishing the relationship.   

This is consistent as Chuck shares another story regarding an emotional connection that 

he has made with a student.  Chuck is also engaged in teaching a class and begins to describe 

another emotional connection that he has experienced. 

There was this student, who was very quiet at the beginning, very stand offish at first.  

The next couple of classes, he became somewhat verbal in the sense of ‘Why am I in this 

class?  This is a waste of time.  You know that this is a no-credit course?’  Kind of like he 

knew he needed help, but didn’t want it from anybody.  So what surprised me is that he 

was very negative about the class, but he kept on coming to the class.  So he started to 

show changes in every class, in which he started being more interactive in class, doing 
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assignments, participating in class.  And I started feeling just kind of connected with him.  

I guess because he had been very verbal, negatively at first, and then started to see him 

change throughout the semester.  Then at the very end of the semester, he finished the 

class, my [name omitted] class successful, he also finished the rest of the classes that he 

was taking the rest of that semester successfully…So I felt a connected to him.  I guess 

what made him different is that he said it and kept coming to class.  Because I felt that I 

was kind of that mean person to him at first.  Not that I was mean, but he perceived me as 

the mean professor who I have to waste my time with and I kind of—like I saw his 

progression of becoming a mature student.  And I like that about him. 

As in the first example, a pattern of establishing criteria for the relationship can be observed 

developing in the conditional profile.  In this second example, Chuck made a connection to the 

student because, although the student was verbally negative with Chuck, he kept coming to class 

and the student was ultimately successful.  What can be insinuated is that if the student did not 

meet any of those criteria, Chuck would not have had the connection.  For Chuck, relationships 

appear a requirement of purpose with demonstrable goals. 

Each example also continues to demonstrate the contrast between the relational and 

conditional profiles.  In both of the examples, while Chuck offers them up as an emotional 

connection, he does not offer descriptors that would indicate that the relationship was emotional 

for him.  Indeed there was a connection between Chuck and his students.  However, his 

justification for action appears to be predicated on rationalizations rather than emotions.  In the 

first example, Chuck focuses on the similarities that he has with the student, such as thinking the 

same, having the same sense of humor, etc.  This would appear to indicate that Chuck is making 

the rationalization that if he thinks like me and laughs like me, he must be worthy of the 
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relationship.  Similarly, in the second example, Chuck determines the connection by the student 

continuing to come to class and being successful.  In both instances, the rationalizations are 

based on an assessment of risk that Chuck has created to satisfy himself that this relationship is 

safe for him.  Rationalizing continues to build the case that those participants with a conditional 

profile are more cognitive when approaching relationships. 

Further documentation of the importance of rationalization can be found in examples 

where Chuck does not enter into a relationship.  Chuck described a time when he did not connect 

with a student.  Chuck explained: 

Hmm…when I did not emotionally connect with a student…hmm…Well, yeah, I guess 

with dispassionate students, you know?  I will give you the example of [my class].  

There’s a lot of students in that class.  I work with about 25 students.  And you can see 

the one’s that really want to change their lives.  And then you see the ones that couldn’t 

care less.  And I find it—it’s not that I don’t try to reach out to them—you know I try to 

be as motivating, but like you know.  If they don’t want it, I don’t waste my time on them 

as people who do want it.  It is just whatever it is.  And I find it hard to connect with 

people who just don’t want to be in college or don’t want to be—or maybe not just 

college or who don’t want to do anything with their lives.  You know it’s just—there’s I 

don’t know, it’s not laziness, but it’s just that they don’t know what they want in their 

lives and the last thing that they want is to be told what to do.  Or maybe it’s a sense of a 

lack of maturity.  Or respecting authority or lack of just being told what to do.  I just 

don’t know what it is.  Yeah, I find it hard to connect with people like that. 

In this example, Chuck describes the elements that prevented him from being successful.  Chuck 

creates a rationalization that he cannot connect with the student because of the student’s lack of 
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foresight or the student’s lack of maturity.  Chuck externalizes the causality to the student, which 

is consistent with an external locus of control.  By externalizing the causes and assessing the risk 

to self, ultimately Chuck can protect his self-concept.  Chuck then continues offering a specific 

example of a student with whom he could not connect. 

We didn’t have the same background, but I we still got along and I still respected him. I 

saw him as a hard worker. But as we started working [together]… he started changing. 

He had a lot of animosity towards me. He had a lot of anger because, you know, I would 

try to advise him and it wasn’t what he wanted to do. Or he didn’t want to accept the 

reality of dealing with other students, dealing with administration. You know? So he’d 

just.. he’d always be fighting me on those things. Plus he also worked for me. So working 

with him, whenever I had problems working with him, I had more problems working 

with him, not as an employer but as an advisor. Because he would always be constantly 

fighting with me or…. And it got to a point where eventually he got kicked out of [the 

organization], where he resigned. You know, he was gonna get kicked out, impeached, 

and he resigned. And he also left the job, he didn’t wanna work no more. And he wanted 

to do something different and it was a very sad experience for me because he didn’t 

know…. You know, uhhh… he had in my mind made a lot of mistakes, you know, I still 

wanted to work with him. I still wanted to reach out to him, you know, even though he 

was sometimes very frustrating to deal with because I just saw him, you know, he’s still a 

student. He needs help. He’s trying to learn. He’s making mistakes and my role was to 

help him realize that and overcome those things. And it was very sad to see him not 

participate and just kinda go. I don’t even think he graduated where he just walked and he 

just disconnected from the university very quickly.  
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I think that was a learning experience for me. In my career it was maybe my second or 

third year, no my third year, as an advisor. You know, really advising and leading a group. 

Uhhh.. and it was a good experience, you know, as you can’t really over commit or over 

tie too many emotions, you know, and as passionate as you wanna be and help people, 

there are some people that no matter what you do,  you can’t be, that can’t be helped. 

And you can’t let that get you down. So I think I know… you know, that’s what I learned 

from that experience. 

In this specific example, Chuck creates a series of rationalizations as to why he could not 

connect with the student.  His focus on why the student and he did not have a connection, and, 

ultimately, why the student failed were externalized, allowing him to protect his self and the 

perception of how he prefers to be viewed externally. 

The external perception becomes another distinguishing characteristic for Chuck to his 

“professional self.”  I defined the professional self as one’s intertwining self-concept with their 

professional identity.  During the interviews, Chuck would often allude to position or 

responsibilities as rationalization for his decisions or actions.  For example, when answering the 

question of when he did not connect with a student, Chuck states: 

You know, I have never felt that sense of, I guess, dismissal for the student.  I guess that I 

have always felt that it’s my sense or my job to help them if I’m going to be their mentor, 

I am making the commitment to help them.  So I can’t think of an example where I 

haven’t been emotionally connected to a student yet. 

I interpreted this as giving the company line.  This meant that the participant was giving me a 

response that seemed rehearsed or not genuine when offered.  In effect, it appeared that Chuck 
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was being protective of his professional self by giving me the company line of what his role 

entailed. 

As another example of the expression of the professional self, Chuck describes how he 

would handle those moments when he did not connect with students or felt that he was not 

successful.   

In those situations, I take them pretty hard. I try not to take them personal, but sometimes 

I do because you think I'm so entwined in my work that it is -- it is like, oh, they're 

disrespecting me directly even though I know it’s part of development. I know it's, you 

know, trial and error and that I have to learn from some of their failures. But I take it as I 

have failed if they have failed, and so I do have pretty strong negative reactions to things 

when they don't go well. I don't yell and shout at folks, nothing like that. I have been 

stern. I have come to Jesus meetings, as I call it you know and let's get back on board, but 

I do take it as disappointment at first. 

 

I have learned over the years to really engage in reflection and really try to just look, you 

know, I tend to stay pretty cognitive most of the time and just rehashing things in my 

mind and processing it and so through that reflection then I -- then it's like I have my pity 

party then I get over it and I say, okay, I can -- this didn't go as planned, why didn't it and 

how can we -- how can we get back on track? What's the lesson in this that I can -- so it’s 

not that I'm yelling at folks that doesn't solve anything. I mean that's not why I'm here, so 

my initial reaction is to do that or is to be like well, forget it, le’s just stop everything.  

But that's not realistic; so I go from that phase of being in a hurt personal negative kind of 

place to okay, snap out of it.  
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It is through this example that Chuck indicates the close relationship he has developed with his 

professional identity.  As Chuck overtly states, he stays in a very cognitive place, rationalizing 

what has gone wrong and attempting to fix the problem so that he can be seen as competent.  The 

relationship with the students is a function of the job that Chuck is to complete. 

Chuck’s explanations offer a distinction between the relational and conditional profiles.  

Among the participants with a relational profile, the relationship is the goal of the interaction.  

Rachael works to connect with the students and sees it as a personal failure, due to something 

that she did not do, when she cannot connect.  The participants with the conditional profile tend 

to view relationships as purposeful and meeting an objective.  When Chuck feels that he fails, he 

views the failures as a professional failure, not always in his control.  In both cases, however, the 

relationships meet the needs of the self. 

Another distinction of the conditional profile is that the relationships Chuck entered into 

have distinct boundaries.  This means that the interaction was purposeful and had a distinct 

beginning and end points.  As previously mentioned, Chuck perceives that his relationships are 

purposeful.  The beginning of the interaction with students did not appear to be a spontaneous 

event for Chuck.  Rather, the initial interactions were directly related to a work function and, as 

such, were directly affiliated with an outcome.  Similarly, the end of the relationship appeared to 

be pre-determined by the achievement of the outcome.  For example, Chuck, in describing his 

relationships with his students said: 

For the most part, we try to get them through and get them graduated.  Because our 

ending point is ultimately to see them graduate.  So for me, my mentoring relationship 

goes up, up until they finish [my class].  [But] as soon as they graduate, I will disconnect 

the relationship myself. And I won’t say they won’t call me, but it’s not the same 
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experience. Like [name omitted], I had a great connection with him, but as soon as he 

graduated, I’m like, you need to move on. Go find another mentor and he kind of freaked 

out, you know. We don’t have the same relationship anymore. The relationship he had 

with me to help you through college or his undergrad experience. And he wants to go to 

graduate school. But graduate school is never the same really either. Then you move on. 

It’s not the same once you leave college. The relationship depends. And I’ll still keep in 

touch because the relationship obviously they’re important to me, but not in the same 

way as they were, you know, on a daily basis or weekly, or whatever, as it was 

throughout my experience when they were in college. So it’s one that just climbs, all the 

way to the graduate, and just drops! Because I feel like I’ve done, well at least in my role, 

I’ve done my part. And I’ve done the best I could whether it’s two or four years and now 

it’s time for them to move on.  But it depends on the kids. 

The conclusion of the relationship with the natural occurrence of the end of the student’s 

academic career provides a stark contrast with the relational profile.  With the relational profile, 

there is a desire to continue the relationship beyond the presenting issue or predetermined 

timeline.  When asked to graph their relationship, those participants with the relational profile 

represented that the relationship was ongoing.  However, Chuck demonstrated his relationship 

via Figure 33.   
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Figure 33. Drawing by Chuck the depicts his intensity of relationship with a student over time. 

 

The drawing further highlights that Chuck saw the relationship through a purposeful, outcome-

driven lens.  And although there were some instances in which Chuck said some students would 

stay in touch with him, it was not a situation that he would generally pursue.  Thus, for Chuck 

there was no need to continue a relationship, once the transactional nature of the relationship 

ended.  There were no self-concept needs that required satisfying through an ongoing 

relationship.  Instead, it seemed like Chuck preferred these distinct points of beginning and end 

so that there was a boundary and buffer zone established. 
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Development of Compassion Fatigue for Chuck 

In examining the influences of compassion fatigue on Chuck, it does not appear that 

compassion fatigue is something typically experienced.  This is due in part to ways in which 

Chuck relates to his students.  The relationship that Chuck has with his students is transactional 

in nature and is not based on creating an empathetic or relational relationship.  The lack of an 

emotional relationship with the students’ issues and the focus on outcomes and the professional 

self would suggest that the elements necessary for compassion fatigue to exist, such as 

internalizing the student problems or identifying with the student’s pain, or taking the problem 

home, being in constant state of distress until the problem is solved, are missing from Chuck’s 

negotiation of his relationship with his participants.  

This is not to suggest that Chuck is not capable of empathetic relationships.  The photos 

and personal items that those Chuck has in his office imply that Chuck does in fact, have 

empathetic relationships.  However, Chuck has, for whatever reason, elected not to have that 

type of interpersonal relationships with students.  Chuck is successful, but his path to serving 

students is simply different than those who are represented by Rachael. 

Transitional Profile and Compassion Fatigue 
 

Similar to the Relational and the Conditional profiles, a composite character will 

represent those participants labeled in this category. The character, Transitional Ted, represents a 

number of Student Affairs professionals who have a variety of job descriptions and years of 

experience. 

The Story of Transitional Ted.  As I first enter Ted’s office, it seems familiar territory, 

in terms of some offices I have already visited.  The office walls are decorated with degrees. The 
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office is furnished with formal office furniture.  There is a sense of distance between Ted and 

visitors to his office. It seems familiar because it reminds me of Chuck’s office in some ways.  

However, I discover that there are some differences in the décor and furniture arrangements that 

are different from Chuck’s conditional nature.  

When seated in Ted’s office, the personal items are not relegated to just a private area.  

At eye level surrounding Ted’s computer, there are pictures of family and other personal items 

that appear to have some personal meaning to Ted.  While the pictures are not obscured from my 

view, as they were with the personal items in Chuck’s office, it appears that in order to progress 

to where they would be visible, I would have to be invited in to a specific space in Ted’s office.  

The positioning of the pictures seems to be a balance between the open invitation that I felt in 

Rachael’s office and the guarded nature of Chuck’s office. 

Also, there is no clear boundary as to where I could be welcomed or from where I am 

restricted. This is indeed different from Chuck’s office as those boundaries were clearly 

established. In Rachel’s office, the floor plan was open indicating no boundary between Rachael 

and her visitor.  While there appears to be formal seating arrangements similar to those that I 

found in Chuck’s office, with the positioning of the chairs separated by the desk, the space in 

Ted’s office feels flexible and not limited to just where the seats currently are set.  But it appears 

that in order for a change to occur, that there would have to be an invitation into Ted’s personal 

space. It is as though if Ted wanted to create a boundary the formal chairs and seating 

arrangement could be used for that purposes. Yet, if Ted wanted to be more open like Rachael he 

could do so as well, but only under special conditions.  
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As I begin the typical conversation with Ted regarding emotional connections developed 

with students, I discover Ted’s explanation mirroring aspects of Chuck’s and Rachael’s stories.  

Ted states: 

I have had a few times—a lot of times—each one varying in severity.  But because of my 

counseling background, empathy is something that I can connect with.  But as far as 

distance and boundaries, so I can connect with where they are at, where their needs are, 

and make every effort to get those needs met.  But I also know that I can’t own their 

problem. 

The business-only environment or the distance that Ted appears to create is similar to others who 

have the external locus of control.  Ted explains his position further by stating that: 

But what really where I try to make a connection is when they interview for the program 

and those I like right away, I really like how I feel about that.  So I take advantage of the 

fact that I can make the decision whether they can come into the program. 

Ted appears to be vested in his professional identity and his position.  This is similar to the 

qualities I saw in Chuck. Ted mentions: 

It is either my position or that I’m perceived to be in a position of authority.  I don’t know 

that I have such authority, but she perceives me to be in a position of authority makes me 

feel like it pulls some more than just the mentor or maybe like another student or another 

faculty member.  But I felt that I made myself feel that my presence is important.  Maybe 

I gave myself more value to me and my position.  And I just understood, like this is a 

powerful position that I’m in and I valued that.  I embraced it. 

Ted presents that his identity is with his professional self.  The focus on authority and 

positioning within the organization implies that his motivation to help students is linked to his 
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desire to be identified as a successful professional.  This reminisient of Chuck and characteristics 

of participants in conditional profile vested in achieving outcomes to enhance one’s concept of 

self. 

The sense of developing the professional self is further identified through Ted’s 

description of specific relationships.  In a typical conversation with Ted, he expresses the notion 

that the job holds some sense of obligation to act.  Ted continues: 

So I feel obligated now that I have to somehow do something that’s going to help her 

with her situation.  So I feel like, wow, that’s a big responsibility that she is placing on 

me.  You need to go a little bit about their background, a little bit about their family, a 

little bit about when those students come to you for a sincere cry for help.  It always feels 

like they’re really coming to you as a last resort and so you have to be the person to take 

it to the next level and that either I have to take it to somebody else or I have to do that.  

Because I respect every student that comes into the center.  I respect the feelings and the 

thinking and the behavior because that’s who the person is.  I’m not going to sit here and 

pass that kind of judgment over them.  The transferring is not there. 

The sense that Ted is obligated by position or motivated by a force that is dictated outside of 

himself, combined with the academic approach to the feelings students are presenting, tends to 

lead me to believe that not only does Ted have an external locus of control, and he is conditional 

in his approach to building relationships.  However, the impression of Ted having a conditional 

profile is not sustained as the conversation regarding his emotional connection is explored 

further.  As we continue our conversation regarding Ted’s emotional connection with students, a 

transition begins to take place.  Ted continues: 
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Once you get to know them [students] on a personal level, when they’re in a situation of 

real need, I seemed to think they seemed to seek out people that they can trust.  I do tend 

to get involved as far as the process itself and my sense of justice or fairness for a 

particular student given the circumstances.  I felt that in her situation and where she was 

at and how she truly felt about it, it felt so familiar to me that I just need to share this with 

her.   But when I went over to her, I just kind of saw it in her eyes, you know she’s so 

short she had to look up, she kind of had this look in her eyes like ’ I’m really sad.  I need 

someone to pick me up.’  I just saw it in her eyes and her posture, you know?  So like I 

told her something.  I shared something with her that helped me and it looks like it is 

helping her.  So I felt like it was very gratifying, and kind of—well it just felt right.  It 

feels like ‘Wow!  I made a difference!’  But I do feel that it is the personal connection 

gets tough because you know the situation, you know they’re not lying, they’re not trying 

to pull one over on you know that they are really in a distressing situation now and that 

you are the only person that they probably feel that they can turn to. 

The transition comes rather abruptly for Ted as we talk about a student with whom he feels that 

he is emotionally connected.  This stands in stark contrast to the initial impressions that I had of 

Ted when I first entered the office and as we initially discussed how he approached students. 

Somewhere in the journey there was a point where a transition occurred from outcome-based 

connection to emotive connection.   I did not pursue the particulars of what the specific 

motivation was, as that would have placed me in more of a therapeutic role instead of the 

researcher role.  However, the transition was rapid and appeared to represent issues that were of 

some importance to Ted, given how strongly he connected to the student’s situation.  The 
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connection that Ted made was very similar in characteristics to the connections that Rachael 

made. 

Also similar to those Rachael, Ted discusses his connection to the students’ issues and his 

investment in finding a solution to relieve the student’s pain.  Ted says: 

It’s very, very hard, because I am the type of person who connects emotionally very 

quickly.  This is not a good thing but to share with you that it is very distressful for me 

personally, because I want to call them.  I wanna get more involved, I wanna help them 

more, and sometimes its like I have to remember that I have to stay at the University level.  

But I am the person that they come to.  And what do I do with this information?  You 

know I feel very compelled so my heart, you know, people kinda talk about heart and 

mind, you know?  My heart says to take them into my home personally.  And this is 

embarrassing but it makes me cry…I am going to cry right now (Ted’s eyes begin to well 

up).  I’m sorry. 

The emotions that Ted expresses are vastly different than the first impression I had of him that 

reminded me of Chuck.  What is apparent is although Ted was initially presenting with the 

conditional approach, he does make the emotional connections that are present in the relational 

profile and thereby demonstrating a transition between these two profiles.  The transition only 

occurs when Ted makes the emotional connection with the student.  When discussing those 

moments when Ted would not connect emotionally, the distance that was presented initially 

appears to remain intact.  For example, Ted presents a typical incident when he does not connect:  

Yeah, I guess it is a little disappointing because again because you feel that you put some 

time and energy into someone’s development.  But I think that it is more based on the 

situations where the student just rubs you the wrong way, per se.  But I think that it is 
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more based on what the student’s approach is.  If a student is accepting and realizing 

what is going on, I can work with that student.  But if the student is blaming, kind of 

shifting that responsibility somewhere else, that is where I have some difficulty with it. 

The reasoning behind why the connection is not made appears to be based on individual 

experiences, although the impact has similar results.  When the trigger for the emotional 

connection is not present, the conditional profile remains in full effect. 

When I ask Ted about the impact of not making the emotional connection when servicing 

the student, the conversation strikes an equally similar chord.  Ted says: 

It’s that small fraction of people, that are so into that ‘It’s all about me and it’s all about 

what I need for myself’ that those are the ones that don’t, don’t—I feel like sometimes I 

just don’t have the time for.  I [don’t] have time for this student.  I don’t feel compelled 

to intervene on [their] behalf.  I didn’t feel compelled to talk to professors on [their] 

behalf.  But I will do my due diligence or I will do what I have to do I guess for those 

people as what is required of me from my job description.  I guess, what would you call 

it?  Bare minimum?  I’ll do what I have to do for those individuals, but it’s extremely 

difficult for me to go above and beyond for anyone like that. 

For Ted, it appears that his investment for students is kept at arm’s length when there is no 

emotional connection.  Although the motivation for keeping such a distance from those with 

whom Ted does not connect is not discovered in detail, it appears that the reasoning for Ted’s 

distance serves a purpose.  By keeping a distance emotionally from the students that Ted has 

selected not to invest in, Ted acts to protect his concept of self.  Ted acts to assess his risk to self, 

by evaluating students using a standard that is comprised of a lifetime’s worth of trial and error.  
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These are defense mechanisms put in place to protect the self, up front.  In effect, Ted has 

erected a shield meant to protect him from disappointment and personal pain. 

Development of Compassion Fatigue for Ted 

Ted appears to be a blend of both the relational and conditional profiles.  With his front-

loaded defense mechanisms, Ted attempts to ward off the pain of investing without condition, 

while leaving open the possibility of connecting emotionally when he feels safe and secure to do 

so.  However, students must first navigate the terrain of Ted’s defenses in order to be the 

beneficiary of Ted’s emotional commitment to them. 

What this may mean that Ted can still be susceptible to the pain of compassion fatigue.  

While Ted carefully selects with whom he may connect, the apparent truth is that he still gives of 

himself emotionally.  This is what creates the risk of compassion fatigue.  Similar to those with 

the relational profile, Ted tries to eliminate the pain the student is experiencing by investing 

personally to find solutions for the student.  This could lead to characteristics that contribute to 

compassion fatigue, as they did for participants in relational profile. These characteristics are 

pre-occupation with a problem, sleep disruptions, and a need to find a solution for the student 

were all present. 

Ted is not resistant to connecting emotionally.  His caution appears to be borne of the 

negative consequences of investing emotionally in individuals who do not reciprocate or who, in 

his opinion, does not merit their investment.  Ted appeared to actively assess each student at each 

level of the relationship, ready to shift directions in order to protect the self. 

Another unique characteristic of Ted is that initially he can come off as conditional, 

similar to Chuck. Ted’s initial responses to my questions were guarded, until I earned the right to 

a private space, where Ted could discuss the more intimate emotional aspects of his experiences. 
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This characteristic appears to align more with the phenomenon of burnout, rather than 

compassion fatigue.  And while the blending of internal/external, relational and conditional may 

appear be unsettling to witness, the need to do so is an intricately choreographed ballet, designed 

to protect the self-concept.  

Building Capacity and Identifying Solutions 

The building of capacity of the Student Affairs professional is critical when examining 

how the professional will successfully negotiate compassion fatigue. Building capacity defines 

the participant’s learning process in which individuals will use their current knowledge while 

gathering new data for future use.  Capacity is built when participants encounter a new problem 

and begins to attempt to solve the problem with existing solutions.  However, when the 

participants discover that their existing solutions to problems are not able to successfully resolve 

the issue at hand, they then begin to search for new solutions for the problem.   Once a new 

solution is found, the pathway that led to the new solution is now incorporated into the 

participants’ knowledge bank.  It is this act of combining new knowledge with existing 

knowledge that will be collectively known as “Building Capacity.”  The process mirrors that of 

learning theory first described by John Dewey (1916).  In the following sections, I examine the 

process and development of compassion fatigue in relation to building capacity. I follow up with 

a summation of the both the experience and how building capacity influences the participants.  

Where relevant composite vignettes are offered as a way to discuss patterns presented by 

multiple participants.  
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The Development and Experience of Compassion Fatigue 

As has already been discussed, the locus of control and the ways in which participants 

negotiate their relationships discussed in each profile informs how the participants view their 

relationships with their students.  It is this combination of the locus of control and the defining 

characteristics of participants’ profile, combined with a persistently present issue, that can lead to 

the development of compassion fatigue.  I will examine the vignette of the character, Rachael, in 

this context and how compassion fatigue could develop for her.  

As Rachael is presented a problem from the student, a typical response from her would be 

to look for opportunities to create the relationship and to find an emotional purpose for making a 

connection with the student.  A conversation with Rachael could happen like this: 

I guess because of my counseling background, empathy is something I connect with.  But 

as far as distance and boundaries, I also know them.  So that I can connect with where 

they’re at, what their needs are, and make every effort to get those needs met.   I can 

remember a situation where there was this older gentleman that was referred to my office.  

He came into my office, and I shared with him what the complaint was, and he began to 

tell me his story.  He was divorced.  His wife was re-married.  The guy was living in the 

house that he paid for and his children were calling him “dad”…and he looked at me and 

said “You really know how I feel.”  And when he said that I was so overwhelmed 

because I couldn’t possibly relate to what this person was going through.  But he felt that 

I did.  And I was, I was proud of myself because he felt that I was empathetic.  And then I 

was just—stunned—with myself.  Because I thought to myself, ‘Am I Acting?’  ‘Or am I 

really being compassionate?’  But for me, the connection was instantaneous.  I think that 

I convinced myself that ‘I have to do something.  I have to take action’.  I just can’t not 
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do anything, you know?  Nothing else mattered in that time frame.  I needed to help this 

particular student. 

At the beginning of the relationship, Rachael begins by developing the emotional connection 

with the client by using an emotion-based justification for action.  Although Rachael admits that 

she couldn’t relate to what the client was going through, she appears to go to great lengths to find 

a way to make it real for her.  Rachael relies on her strong feelings about marriage and justice to 

apparently create relevance for herself.  This was a revelation that came from another portion of 

the vignette with Rachael.  For example, when talking about times where she would feel 

overwhelmed, Rachael would say, “The only time it could reach the same level of emotional 

level (overwhelming), is if it were with my family.  If I were to get divorced, if I were to lose a 

child, if I were to, you know, but that hasn’t happened to me.”  Through this statement it begins 

to become apparent that the notion of divorce or issues with the family are touchstones for 

Rachael.  These touchstones allow her to create an emotional connection that can justify for her 

actions in resolving the issue for the student. 

The emotional connection becomes an important part of the development of compassion 

fatigue, not just because it is based in emotions, but because it also represents the investment of 

the participant’s self which seems to be drained when so much of it is invested.  As can be seen 

in the vignette, Rachael states how she felt proud of her ability to make the connection with a 

situation with which she has no experience.  The questions that she also asks of herself are 

focused inwardly.  Certainly this seems like someone who negotiates her world with an internal 

locus of control.  However, it is this ongoing assessment of self, of the self’s motivation, that 

may act as a reinforcement of Rachael’s current base of knowledge.  This base of knowledge 

may also represent her current capacity for how to effectively resolve issues for the client.  The 
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involvement of the self, invested in the students’ problem, via the emotional connection, presents 

a significant investment from Rachael into the clients and their problems.  The ability to resolve 

the problems then, become a representation of Rachael’s self. 

The intertwining of the self and the students’ feeling of relief become the nexus of the 

compassion fatigue experience.  While success builds self-confidence and, as a result, defines 

self-worth, failure can yield to a crisis of self where the self-identity is undermined.  Rachael 

then describes her experience in terms of her perceived personal failure and not being able to 

assist clients in resolving their problems.  Her thoughts and actions, then, become almost 

completely dedicated to relieving this pain for herself and for her student.  This extreme focus 

and seemingly obsessive drive to alleviate the client’s pain, combined with the feelings of 

personal failure, become the expression of compassion fatigue.  Rachel’s description involves the 

interruption of sleep, self-doubt, and a focus to resolve the issue. 

 For example, a typical discussion with Rachael about a student who still presented an 

unresolved issue and the resulting compassion fatigue could occur like this: 

Then she wasn’t in class, so I asked her professor.  And he wasn’t—very compassionate.  

And he was like, ‘No, and when you find her, tell her that she is in trouble.’  And I was 

like, if you only knew what was the real situation.  And then I went back to the office and 

called her cell phone and she didn’t answer.  I called her house phone and she didn’t 

answer, so I looked in the system and there were no more numbers to call.  I sent her e-

mail Wednesday and told her to stop by on Thursday, and she hadn’t responded to that e-

mail.  Ah, it was more being I guess worried about her.  Was there stuff that she left out?  

What could I have done? I didn’t walk her to counseling; I just assumed that she was 

going to go.  Should I have walked her to health services?  What if I missed the one 
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opportunity to get her to counseling?  What else did I think about?  I questioned myself a 

lot.  Ah, should I have kept her longer, should I have had someone else there while I was 

talking with her?  Those were a lot of the questions that went through my head.  That 

night, it was just kinda, I mean I did get some sleep, but when you kind of get into the 

night, you start thinking about it again in your sleep, then it would go away.  Then it 

would come back and start thinking about it again.  But I find that I internalize some of 

those feelings…I become more distant at home.  I don’t think that it was anything new, it 

was the same stuff going through the ‘What if’s?’  What if we don’t—what if she doesn’t 

come by in the morning?  You know, what if she—what if you don’t have the chance to 

speak with her again?  Why didn’t you just walk her over there in the first place?  So I 

was like, oh man, what if we missed the only opportunity to get her to [counseling]?   But 

I remember thinking ‘I must do something!’  But I feel the pain.  I feel the anguish, if you 

will.  And I really can’t describe in words their expression—their hurt.  I can use creative 

words, but it’s deeper than anything that I can say.  But I think ‘Oh my god, this is a huge 

burden to carry around’ for our students.   

The unresolved issue for Rachael might cause her to believe that, due to some deficit on her part, 

her student was still experiencing pain.  This is the possible impact of the internal locus of 

control on the compassion fatigue experience that was expressed by Rachael.  The desire to 

maintain a relationship with the student further invests Rachael in the outcome.   

Without having firm answers to her self-doubting questions, Rachael begins her spiral 

into compassion fatigue, becoming neutralized in her desire to develop solutions to the student’s 

problems.  The ‘What if’s’ that Rachael speaks to are the representation of the solutions that 

Rachael was seeking to apply to the problem.  Again, with the internal locus of control, Rachael 
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believes that if she could only do ‘X’, then she could be successful.  Without the answers 

immediately available to her, she can only seek inwardly to develop solutions to the problem. 

Similar to Rachael, Ted also experiences compassion fatigue when he transitions from 

being conditional to relational.  In his relational state, Ted invests and assesses the value of his 

emotional connection.  But once Ted allows the emotional investment, Ted starts to demonstrate 

characteristics such as pre-occupation with solving students’ problems, disrupting his life at 

home, self-doubt and questioning, and internalizing the student’s problem as his own.  For 

example, once Ted began to emotionally connect with the student, he acted to solve the student’s 

problems by becoming more intrusive with the student, including calling them at home and even 

wanting to protect the student by taking them home. Ted found that he was becoming distressed 

and distracted by his focus on the student’s problems only after he had made the emotional 

connection.  Once Ted had determined that he could risk and emotionally connect with the 

student, his desire to maintain the relationship and self-doubt began to mirror the experiences 

described by Rachael. 

Unlike Rachael and Ted, Chuck never develops compassion fatigue because he never 

invests emotionally in the relationship as Ted and Rachael do.  His interactions are transactional, 

responsibilities for failure in relationships, or failure to find solutions rest on someone else or 

something else other than him, that is entirely out of his control.  Thus there is no pre-occupation, 

the problem is not his to find solution, nor is it any reflection on himself that he needs to question 

his role when the outcome was outside of his responsibility and control.  For example when 

Chuck reached the end of the semester with a student, he disconnected from the student because 

the student was graduating and that Chuck saw that as the extent of the transaction with the 

student.  Chuck maintained the need to disconnect from the student even though the student was 
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upset and wanted the relationship to continue.  In another instance, the fact that students were not 

coming to class or seeking him out, was not something the Chuck considered a failure.  In his 

eyes, the relationship was contingent on the student coming to class, otherwise, Chuck was not 

apparently interested in pursing a relationship.  By keeping his relationship at arms length with 

the students and as a transaction, Chuck keeps the relationship relegated to the business at hand.  

In order for compassion fatigue to manifest, an emotional and empathetic relationship must be 

present.  Because Chuck does not engage the relationship in this way, it is unlikely that he would 

develop compassion fatigue. 

The Relief of Compassion Fatigue 

The connection of the self and being successful in relieving student’s personal pain 

become an important feedback loop for participants who demonstrate characteristics of those 

who might have internal locus of control.  Recall, these participants have been labeled as 

“internals” and explanation provided in an earlier chapter. Internals, in some instances, begin to 

equate being successful and their sense of self with relieving the students’ pain.  Consistent with 

the definition of compassion fatigue from Figley (1995), compassion fatigue can manifest and 

release quickly, with little warning.  This is the case when discussing the relationships that 

internals would enter and experience compassion fatigue.  The fatigue, manifested through the 

lack of solutions or unresolved issues on the part of the students, continues until there is either a 

successful solution found that releases the participant, or the students report back to the Student 

Affairs professional that they are no longer experiencing the pain.  In both cases, the release is 

not found within the professional, rather it only comes from their observation that the student is 

no longer experiencing the pain that engaged them at the outset. For example, Rachael states:  
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But then I found out that she was in housing and she was in her room.  So I was asked to 

go to her room, to get her to go to counseling.  Um, and at that point, I realized that she 

was already contacted by housing staff, so I was like man, that girl is really gonna be mad 

at me for stalking her, cause we are going right back to her door and knock on it, and um, 

then wondering if she will still go with me or she going to feel that I broke her trust 

because now she will assume that all these people know, cause they went knocking on 

their door.  But, um, it worked out.  She came to the door, she was willing to go, we 

walked over there, and I left her in the hands of counseling.  I think that for me, it’s my 

whole essence or way of servicing students.  I give ‘em 150% of my time, because I 

know the value of helping these particular students.  I see it on a daily basis.  But after 

she went to counseling, I felt kind of relieved.  Cause all of the ‘what ifs’ didn’t matter.  

She didn’t run away and she was willing to go.  And it is the best feeling.  The highest of 

highs.  You know, no money or anything is worth more to me at that particular time.  

And so I walk through [the situation] again by myself, touching base with them, and then 

saying OK, touching base with the student again, and reinforcing the fact that this is the 

student’s process.  But in the end, I am just stunned with myself.  But it reminds me of a 

really emotionally overwhelming situation where I had to ask myself, where I had to 

ponder and reflect, Am I doing the right thing?  Why am I doing this?  Am I doing good?  

Am I doing bad?  But I was proud of myself.  But today she came in and it was like if—I 

mean like it happened, but no grudges, I guess, were being held.  So that felt, it made me 

feel good.   

With the pain being relieved for the internals, the overwhelming feelings are good and 

building self-esteem.  Internals equate their success to actions that were taken directly by them.  
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Similarly, failure is viewed as being caused by their actions.  So it becomes important to 

celebrate the good feelings for internals, but equally important, it becomes a valuable tool to be 

used in future success.  The introspective talk that internals refer to is the underpinnings for 

capacity building for future interactions with students.  There is no such thing, someone like 

Rachael, as an unimportant interaction with students.  Internals begin to build their bank of 

knowledge to become a more effective advocate, counselor, resource or administrator, which, in 

their words depends, on being an empathetic listener for students who seek them out. 

Building Capacity and Compassion Fatigue 

While the experience of compassion fatigue for internals is one that has an impact on 

them physically and mentally, their success and the resulting feelings of joy are short lived. 

Rachael explains: 

It (the good feelings) stays with me until the next thing comes up, you know?  It stays in 

the fore, until you realize that you have to write somebody else up or deal with another 

problem and then it eventually slips to the side.  But it doesn’t get replaced—just pushed 

to the side.   

Although Rachael finds something new to focus her efforts on, she also seeks to find out how she 

can use her latest success in helping future students.  Her definition of building capacity is the act 

of using her immediate past experience to use in helping students in the future.  Building 

capacity can be viewed as an investment in the self for Rachael, as success can yield an 

improvement in the self-concept.  As an example of this investment of the self, Rachael 

elaborates:  

And I have had a couple of them that were like, wait, what?  What did you just say?  I 

mean I have had students who came in for copyright infringement and end up walking 
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them down for sexual assault.  I had a student come in here and yeah, it was two years 

ago.  She had been sexually assaulted and she had tried reporting it.  She had gone to 

health services and they referred her to counseling because she said she was feeling 

depressed but she didn’t talk about the reason.  And then she came here and there she 

went, into full detail about this instance and how it happened and the relationship she had 

with her—with the person who had assaulted her, and I’m like, pause, wait.  And I was 

like, ‘Oh my God!’  Like ok, and I went back and I said like what is it that prompted her 

to say all of these things? And I really try to use this to motivate them to do more, to go 

beyond where they’re at, and realize that there is a brighter future.  Know that there is an 

end to this roller coaster ride, if you will.  But sometimes to them it’s resolved, it’s done 

with, you know?  But it’s like it won’t stop bugging me, you know?  But then, you 

know…I always question, ‘Is this the right thing to do?  Am I doing this for the right 

reason?  Am I treating people the way that I should be?’  Um, not all that is guilt or just 

conscience.  I am always reflecting on what actions or what words I said to someone and 

trying to determine whether I handled it the best way possible.   

The building of knowledge that is derived from the reflection on successful interactions as well 

as failed attempts is part of the critical self-review in which internals engage.  In this case, 

Rachael was successful, and used a series of questions to determine that her motives and her 

actions were congruent with solving the problem.  It is through this process that internals would 

gauge their abilities as well as attempt to ensure that the relationship could continue.  A typical 

statement by someone like Rachael would sound like: 

I practice having second conversations with students, so whenever I’m going to follow up 

with the student even though the investigation is over, I will call you back and have that 
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conversation.  My game plan works for me as far as resolving lingering problems or 

issues or emotions and walking through them. 

For internals, the process of reflection becomes an opportunity to improve their abilities to 

maintain the relationship as well as bring a conclusion to the student’s problems.  In turn, it acts 

to absolve them of their responsibility to find closure for the student. 

A way that internals would test their enhanced capacity is to put the new hypothesis to a 

test.  Rachael might say: 

She would come in weekly or every other day, just to chit-chat.  I used that time to 

reinforce and to keep her going academically.  I felt that bond pretty strong.  I really felt 

like a leader!  Not so much of a role model really.  I don’t know what you would call it.  

It was a combination of things.   

Here, Rachael is testing out her new hypothesis with the proof coming in the form of the 

continuing relationship.  With the critical reflection and the reinforcement of the relationship 

continuing, Rachael appears to invest a lot of herself into the relationship and the ownership of 

the students’ problems. 

Conversely, failure is expressed with remorse and sadness.  When internals do not hear 

back from a student, they are left with questions and uncertainty about her abilities.  A 

conversation with Rachael could go along these lines:  

I always leave myself open to them because I know that they are younger than I am.  

Sometimes to them, its resolved, it’s done with, it’s like it doesn’t stop bugging me.  I 

always leave the door open.  So I said, ‘Just know that I am here.  Please stop by and see 

me.  I’d like to call them up and find out how you’re doing’, and sometimes I’ll send an 
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e-mail and they’ll just kinda briefly respond, like ‘Oh yeah, I’m fine.’  So I guess their ok.  

They don’t need me anymore.  I guess no news is good news. 

Without having the closure, there appears to be little to no ability for internals to build capacity 

with direct feedback from the student.  Instead, internals make assumptions that they have been 

effective based on the student’s desire to have contact.  Also missing is the opportunity for 

internals to build self if they do not have closure, thereby not being able to add to their repository 

of tools that help build capacity.  Without having the direct feedback from the student that their 

interactions resolved the issue, internals do not feel strongly about their effectiveness.  What is 

clear is that internals would like to relationship to continue, but remain unsure that the student is 

fine, until they have confirmation.  These self-questions result in uncertainty about an internals’ 

faith in their ability to assist students.  So the feedback from the student, directly, that the 

problem has been resolved not only has the ability to relieve the impact of compassion fatigue 

but also allow opportunity for confidence and capacity building.  

Coping With Compassion Fatigue and Building Capacity 

 Another way that internals will build capacity, as well as cope with compassion fatigue, 

is through finding significant others with whom they can process their problems.  In the 

examples that Rachael would provide, she would look for a confidant with whom she can share 

her concerns.  This would not only allow Rachael to decompress from the stressors associated 

with compassion fatigue, but also allow an opportunity for her to check her motives and skills 

with another.  Feedback from a trusted source would allow her to either solidify her approach or 

make the necessary corrections. For example, a conversation with Rachael could go as follows: 

I come back to my desk and just kind of take a minute and sit here quietly or go a talk 

with my work study’s cause they’re always lively and the conversation is always light.  
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Or I go to my boss’s office where there is full- time staff.  When I still think of them and 

I still go to my supervisor’s office…the one that gets most of the venting and I’ll talk to 

her.  You know, this is some of the things that I’ve said.  She will say, you know you 

need to be thinking about X, Y, or Z when we have students.  In this situation, like I 

really felt like that—you know, what else can I do?  But right, I went to my boss to ask 

her, is there something else I need to fill out?  Something else I could do?  I don’t know 

what my parameters are, if you will.  And she said ‘No, you did the right thing.’  But in 

this particular situation I did take it home.  I was bothered by it.  I couldn’t sleep.  I did 

explain it to my [spouse]  You know, this thing affected me.  I just didn’t expect that.  

Out of everything that could have been said that day by this particular student.  That one 

thing was, you know, totally unexpected.  It caught me off guard completely.  But I told 

you before I am a crier.  Part of it is just having the emotion and getting it out of my 

system.  Ah, then it is deep breaths.  And a few minutes of processing what just happened.  

I never really thought about it like that, but at that point, when I am convincing myself of 

those things, then I’m dealing with it. 

Because she did not have feedback from the student that will provide her with relief as a result of 

successfully assisting the student in resolving their issue, Rachael must seek the re-affirmation 

from another source.  While speaking to a trusted source does help Rachael to survive, it does 

not give Rachael the same measure of satisfaction, as she would have received had she heard 

from the student.  In the example, Rachael talked with her boss, who gave her some feedback on 

her interaction with the student.  However, it appears to not satisfy Rachael as she still poses 

questions that indicate that she is seeking further resolution for herself.  While there is limited 
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ability to build capacity, it appears that the discussions with significant others offers some sense 

of relief for internals. 

Examination of Building Capacity and Developing Solutions 

Building capacity is the term for the critical self-examination of how well that the 

professional has successfully resolved the issue for their student.  As the experience of 

compassion fatigue begins to unfold for the participants, they report a process of self-

examination and self-questioning.  This process represents the way in which the professionals 

will begin to try to understand what did, and did not, work in the relationships.  Successful 

interactions act as reinforcement of their approach and their methods in helping their students.  In 

contrast, not being able to solve the problem for the student will result in attempts to discover 

new methods of helping the student, to mitigate the feelings of anxiety often associated with 

compassion fatigue for the participant. 

Compassion fatigue can be linked directly to whether or not the Student Affairs 

professional has successfully resolved the students’ presenting issue.  For the participants labeled 

as internals (those in relational profile and those who transitioned to relational profile), it was the 

connection with the problem itself, not linked directly to how the student felt.  The participants 

accepted ownership of the student feeling pain from a problem and as a result, accepting 

ownership to find the solution.  

The participants would also use the interaction with students to build their capacity to 

effectively resolve student issues, all in hopes of maintaining a relationship with the students.  

While in the process of building capacity, the participants would also re-affirm their self-esteem 

and self-confidence.  The process allows the participants to acquire new “tools for their tool box” 
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empowering them to be more effective at sustaining relationships.  It becomes a self-affirming 

cycle that facilitates their feelings of success and nurturing of self.   

Until the time that the student will report that their problem has been solved, the 

participants would attempt to cope with their feelings of anxiety and perceived disruptions.  The 

most common practice reported by the participants would be to talk through their feelings with 

significant others.  Significant others could include those individuals with whom they work, a 

spouse or a trusted mentor.  In most cases, the professionals would seek new solutions, motivated 

by attempting to alleviate the discomfort that they were experiencing.  Although providing some 

short-term relief, the self-questioning and the ‘what ifs’ that were prominent in the participants’ 

thought processes continued until the problem would be solved. 

In the end, using all of the information and answers that the participant’s believe that they 

had gained from the situation would be added to the participant’s toolbox.  Embracing a new 

approach that was borne of their perceived adversity, the participant, armed with a new 

hypothesis on what could be brought to bear on the next problem, would once again seek to 

make an emotional connection with their students. 
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Discussion 

The findings in this chapter demonstrate that there are differences in how relationships 

are built and justified and how the participants understand success and failures in relationships. 

The difference in how the participants made sense of their experiences and relationship building 

was based on how the participant attributed their roles in specific situations. For internals, the 

sense of personal responsibility was strong and every relationship, every encounter, was an 

opportunity to consider how the participant contributed to the situation. The other group of 

people, externals, placed personal responsibility external to themselves should a situation or 

relationship become difficult or unresolved. If a situation yielded a positive outcome leading to 

professional recognition, then this group of participants internalized such recognition as part of 

their worth and justified their strategies for entering and engaging in relationships with students. 

Externals never reported any experiences consistent with compassion fatigue. However, 

internals, or externals who transitioned to being internals, reported experiences consistent with 

characteristics of compassion fatigue. This could be because of the lack of personal investment 

of the externals allowed them to build capacity, preventing them from becoming drained by 

every situation that remained unresolved or inadequately resolved when working with a student. 

Examining the pattern of behaviors, in how they entered and engaged in relationships, internals 

were categorized as Relational. Externals who at one point switched to being personally invested 

in a relationship from being detached were categorized as Transitional. Externals who 

maintained their position and never invested in anything beyond being focused on outcomes for 

professional recognition, were categorized as Conditional. 

Participants who reported experiences similar to compassion fatigue, build capacity to 

deal with unbalance in their lives through talking to peers, colleagues, supervisors, and 
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significant others. Additionally, because this group of people is also self-reflective, they used 

their self-reflective processes to highlight strengths and weaknesses in their interaction with 

students so that they could find a way to replicate successful problem resolution. In the 

paragraphs below I explore these issues further. 

Based on how the participants organized their offices, it seemed clear that placement of 

objects around offices had particular meanings. internals valued placement of objects that 

reflected their relationship with students. These could include pictures, toys, or memorabilia, 

which were kept at eye level. For example, Willard created a museum of sorts on the top two 

shelves in his office that was decorated with various gifts, toys and pictures of himself arm-in-

arm with staff.  Therefore, it seemed that those who were demonstrating characteristics similar to 

having internal locus of control valued an authoring of themselves that was in alignment with 

how well they developed personal relationships with the students. 

Conversely, people who demonstrated characteristics that were similar to those who have 

external locus of control also valued relationship building, but in ways different from the 

internals. These people valued relationships with those who are deemed important with high 

visibility either on- or off-campus. For example, walking into Maggie’s office, visitors  were 

greeted by a large bookshelf decorated with awards, certificates of appreciation, a framed letter 

from the president and several pictures and autographs from various performers.  The shelf was 

also next to a small couch, as if to call attention to the articles of appreciation.  Most of these 

people left student gifts outside of eye level or directly outside the line of sight for a person 

entering their offices. Thus, this group of people build relationships that allowed them to brag in 

a different way than the people who demonstrated characteristics similar to those with internal 

locus of control. 
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Therefore, while both groups of participants valued relationship building, a visual 

analysis of their offices provided insight to how they would author themselves as they interacted 

with the students. The former group would create an environment that is friendly and welcoming 

to the student. The latter group would be less invested in such an environment and more invested 

in a relationship with a student that can lead to pictures with important people. For example 

hanging on the wall in Maggie’s office were several certificates of recognition from civic groups 

thanking him for his involvement as well as a framed card that came from the president of the 

institution thanking him for his involvement.  

The visual analysis was insightful in gaining an understanding of how the participants 

authored themselves in their relationship building with whomever they encountered in their 

offices. While participants in both groups were successful and unsuccessful at times in 

relationship building, internals took pleasure in being able to help students without the need for 

external recognition from the institution, whereas externals derived pleasure from being 

recognized by the institution for their professional efforts and outcomes. 

Given that all the participants entered in relationships that were successful and 

unsuccessful, they had an opportunity to reflect on these relationships and their roles within 

those relationships. How the participants made meaning of their roles within these relationships 

varied between the internals and the externals. People who demonstrated characteristics similar 

to those with internal locus of control, connected quite quickly with the students, even if the 

student raised an issue with which they were unfamiliar. For example, Andrew, when learning 

that the student that was in his office had been raped said, “…Um, I was really taken aback about 

how much, um, pain I saw in this particular person.  And that even took me back even more!  I 

wasn’t expectin’ that.  I can’t even describe the words.  About her expression.”  Therefore deep 
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listening and empathic connection were important to this group of people to build successful 

relationship. This group of people deeply connected this successful relationship building to who 

they were as a person. For example Willard said, 

I think the important part for me that has always been a compliment that I was…was that 

I really listen.  And that I really care…you know if that person thought I cared, then I did 

my job.  So I guess I would feel strong about it in the end. 

Their relationship building, maintaining, sustaining efforts are ongoing without an end. Once 

they enter a relationship, they enter without an end in sight.  

If a person who demonstrated characteristics similar to those who have internal locus of 

control was unsuccessful in building a relationship with a student, this person would question 

self-worth and ability for not being able to connect with the student. For example Larry said, 

Because honestly, some players have been here for four years and they’ve never been in 

here (his office).  Honestly very few, but some.  You know after four years, they’ve never 

stepped a foot in here.  Of course I know them.  I see them on a daily basis.  But seeing 

them on a daily basis, shaking hands, [and asking] ‘How you doing?’ as opposed to 

coming in here and talking one-on-one is a completely different thing…all away from the 

[the sport] I don’t know them.  So those relationships go down. 

In this case, Larry felt not needed because the student was savvy in navigating around the 

services offered and needed minimal guidance. However, for Larry it was a sign of failure 

because he was not able to connect properly and had he connected better, then they student 

would have needed and valued his services more. Thus it seems that people in this group tend to 

see failure when they cannot connect and do not entertain the possibility that all students will not 
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build deep, prolong connection with them. For this reason, these groups of people constantly 

sought out relationships instead of letting the students seek them out. 

Conversely, people who demonstrated characteristics similar to those who have external 

locus of control only entered relationships if they were sought out by the students. Relationships 

were transactional in nature with a focus on an outcome that mattered to this group of people. 

The outcome was directly related to professional recognition inside and outside the institution. 

The justification for entering a relationship was also driven by job description and not by any 

need to develop in-depth connection with the students. It seemed that the students were almost 

incidental to the outcome in which these people were focused. For example Maggie said, 

My work right now is really big picture, coordination and supervising other people’s 

work.  So I don’t have that time where I sit down and actually plan things out with 

students or even make time with them to go out to lunch, or spend time working out or 

doing other events or just doing other things…there’s just no time to dedicate to those 

students and time is very important. 

Maggie, whose job it is to be involved with students, finds that her time is better spent by 

coordinating the work of others instead of taking the time to get involved with them on planning 

events.  She considers her time too important to dedicate to getting to know the students.  For 

this group of people, relationships have boundaries, with a definite starting and ending point. 

They also view the student being responsible should a relationship become unsuccessful. For 

example Maggie said,  

I had more problems working with him, not as an employer, but as an advisor.  Because 

he would always be constantly fighting with me or—and it got to the point where he 

eventually got kicked out of student government, where he resigned…and he also left the 
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job.  He didn’t want to work no more.  And he wanted to do something different, and it 

was a very sad experience for me.  Because he didn’t know…In my mind he made a lot 

of mistakes…He was making mistakes and it was my role was to help him realize that 

and overcome those things.  And it was very sad to see him not participate and just go.   

Maggie in working with this student found it difficult to work with this particular student 

due to the “mistakes” that she thought the student was making.  However, the 

responsibility to engage was the responsibility of the student.  For Maggie, her job was to 

point out the students errors, but it was the student’s responsibility to stay to overcome 

them.  In the end, when the student left no longer wishing to receive Maggie’s advice, she 

exported the responsibility to the student when success was not realized. 

There were also times where members in this group of people refused to recognize a 

failure in their relationships with students when it occurred. For example Stella said,  

So I guess the answer to the question ‘Have I been emotionally disconnected with 

them’ I can say yes, but in reality the answer is no because I never had a 

connection in the first place, so—It can’t be emotionless connection because we 

never had one to begin with.  So I guess, yes, if they don’t come, so there is no 

connection with them. 

Stella, when asked the question about recalling a time when she did not emotionally connect, 

found it difficult to answer.  If the student came to her, she felt a connection.  However, if the 

student did not come into her office, the relationship was not considered a failure.  For Stella, the 

relationship, or the potential for the relationship, apparently did not exist. 

Both groups of people had a sense of personal responsibility attributed to how they 

understood their relationships with the students. While the former group was eager to take 
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personal responsibility for both successful and unsuccessful relationships with the students, the 

latter approached their understanding differently. For people who demonstrated characteristics 

similar to those who have external locus of control, demonstrated that their personal 

responsibility was grounded in how they viewed the role of the transaction between the student 

and themselves yielding to an outcome that would earn them the recognition they thought they 

deserved. Both groups of people were invested in personal relationships, but the motivation 

differed. Where the former group of participants invested due to a rewarding sense of self that 

was successful in relationship building, the latter invested in outcomes that offered an 

understanding of self that was deserving of recognition from external parties. 

As seen earlier, depending on how a person authored him or herself, where the person 

placed personal responsibility, and how these patterns matched the characteristics of people with 

internal or external locus of control offered key insights to how Student Affairs professionals 

approached relationships with their students.  Recall that based on the patterns exhibited by the 

participants, I categorized those patterns in three distinct profiles.  This was an interpretive 

process and should not be taken to read as an absolute assertion on any level.  The three distinct 

profiles were, Relational, Conditional and Transitioning.  Within each profile, I created a 

composite character, to reflect the characteristics and pattern of behavior of the participants who 

I categorized within that profile. I named the composite characters Rachel for Relational profile, 

Chuck for conditional profile, and Ted for Transitioning profile. 

For those participants who were categorized as having a Relational profile, they would 

exhibit tendencies that were consistent with primarily with people who might have 

characteristics that demonstrated an internal locus of control.  Such tendencies would include 

connecting quickly with the student’s problem, moving quickly to provide empathy and seeking 
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out relationships.  For example, Rachel said, “I want them to feel comfortable, I want them to tell 

me things.  I give them 150% of my time because I know the value of helping these particular 

students.”  The desire to make the students comfortable so that they will feel more comfortable 

in telling their story, allows Rachel the opportunity to connect quickly, therefore she can get the 

students to discuss the problem quickly and thereby become a helpful agent quickly.  Such quick 

connection and desire to be needed are similar to the characteristics of people with internal locus 

of control. Because, if Rachel felt needed and connected quickly, then she felt that she was being 

successful, not just as a Student Affairs professional but also as a human being. Note that Rachel 

is a composite of all the people I categorized in this profile. Thus, Rachel represents the 

characteristics of multiple participants, who seem to thrive on relationship building through a 

speedy connection, quick establishment of rapport, and development of comfort level for the 

students that enabled them to open up about their problems relatively swiftly. 

Also consistent with the internal locus of control, those with a Relational profile accepted 

personal responsibility for solving the problem for the student.  This acceptance of responsibility 

becomes critical while attempting to understand how compassion fatigue may be experienced in 

this group of professionals.  When a student presented a problem that was either difficult to solve 

or did not get resolved, participants within the relational profile group (who also had 

characteristics similar to those with internal locus of control) would report that there were 

disruptions in their routine at home.  These disruptions were due, in part, to spiraling effects that 

were a result of self-questioning and self-doubt.  For example, Holly, reflected about an 

unresolved problem brought forward by a student,  

But in this particular one, I did take it home.  And I was bothered by it.  Wondering will 

she still want to go with me or is she going to feel that I broke her trust [by referring it 
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out], because now all of these other people know.  I know that night it was kinda—I got 

some sleep, but when you kinda get into the night, you start thinking about it again in 

your sleep, then it would go away.  Then it would come back.  And then just start 

thinking about—I don’t think it was ever anything new, it was just the same stuff going 

through all of the what ifs.  I mean a lot of it happens in my head and I kinda walk 

through things and talk through things.  I mean I’ll practice having second conversations 

with students so that whenever I’m going to follow up with the student through the 

investigation.  Once this is all over, I’ll call you back and I have a conversation in my 

head planned out.  My game plan, and that kind of works for me as far as resolving 

lingering problems or issues or emotions and walking through them.  I mean I really just 

talk to myself and have that internal dialogue. 

By accepting the responsibility for not being able to resolve a problem for a student, this 

participant entered into self-doubt, questioned herself, and offered a description of internal 

processing that was similar to those who have experienced compassion fatigue.  The reporting of 

sleep disruption and changes in thinking are consistent with what appears in the literature (Figley, 

1995). The self-doubt and negative self-talk are fueled by a perceived failure for people in this 

category that almost seem to paralyze them.  The level of life disruption appeared to continue for 

people in this category until the problem could be considered solved.  The internal dialog 

appeared to persist and block forward movement.  Release for those with a Relational profile 

only comes once the student reveals that they are no longer experiencing the pain that they 

presented initially.  Being invested in the relationship and feeling obligated on behalf of students 

typifies the characteristics of people in Relational profile.  Thus, at some point, people in this 

group hit a threshold where they have taken on more personal responsibility than they can bear. 
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It is at that critical juncture they have reported experiencing what appeared to be an onset of 

compassion fatigue. 

In contrast, the people categorized in the Conditional profile were more aligned with 

those who have an external locus of control.  As mentioned earlier, people in this category 

approached relationship as a transaction, with bounded start and end points, focused solely on the 

outcome. For example, one of the participants placed in this category said: 

There was this student, who was very quiet at the beginning, very stand offish at first.  

The next couple of classes, he became somewhat verbal in the sense of ‘Why am I in this 

class?  This is a waste of time.  You know that this is a no-credit course?’  Kind of like he 

knew he needed help, but didn’t want it from anybody.  So what surprised me is that he 

was very negative about the class, but he kept on coming to the class.  So he started to 

show changes in every class, in which he started being more interactive in class, doing 

assignments, participating in class.  And I started feeling just kind of connected with him.  

I guess because he had been very verbal, negatively at first, and then started to see him 

change throughout the semester.  Then at the very end of the semester, he finished the 

class, my [name omitted] class successful, he also finished the rest of the classes that he 

was taking the rest of that semester successfully…So I felt a connected to him.  I guess 

what made him different is that he said it and kept coming to class. 

This participant made the connection with the student, but not on the personal level as described 

for the people grouped in the Relational profile.  Rather, the connection was there because the 

student fulfilled the requirements of the transaction in coming to class.  The student continued 

coming to the class, therefore a connection could be made.  If the student did not come to class, 

then no relationship would be formed and no connection realized.  Therefore, the formation of a 
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positive connection to achieve a desirable outcome was not the participant’s responsibility, but 

the responsibility of the student, who was equally focused on reaching the same outcome as the 

participant. In this way, participants in this profile group attributed responsibility to someone 

external to self. 

By not accepting responsibility of any failings in the relationship and limiting the 

relationship to function within specific boundaries, it did not appear as though compassion 

fatigue was an issue for people in this profile. This group did not report disruptions that were 

similar to those with a Relational profile.  For example, one participant, when reflecting on his 

experience with a student problem that was resolved said:    

So I always leave the door open for them, but sometimes they do not come in to continue 

the relationship, and that’s ok.  Cause as a parent, you know the old adage, ‘No news is 

good news’ and sometimes that goes for our students as well, you know? 

This participant insinuates that the problem is resolved, because the student did not come back.  

While those in the Relational profile would likely pursue the student or reach for a resolution that 

would release them from their obligation, people in this profile are satisfied because the 

transaction appears to be complete.  There needs to be no further investment on the part of 

“Chuck” other than to wait and see if the student comes back.  There does not appear to be any 

lingering effects that would cause a life disruption or any other patterns of internal distress or 

dialogue that would create sleepless nights or any other patterns that might indicate an onset of 

compassion fatigue.  

 The third profile that was categorized from similar patterns demonstrated by the 

participants is the Transitional profile.  Offering a different perspective on relationships, this 

group of individuals provided a hybrid model, blending together aspects found in both the 
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Relational and Conditional profiles.  Participants who were in this group would begin their 

relationships with the appearance that they were Conditional in their approach to their 

relationships, exhibiting traits consistent with those who have an external locus of control.  Thus, 

they would enter a relationship sought by the students, instead of initiating it themselves focused 

on tangible outcomes.  For example, one participant in this group, when discussing how he might 

approach a relationship, said: 

But really where I try to make a connection is when the interview for the program and 

those that I like right away, I like how I feel about that.  So I take advantage of the fact 

that I can make the decision whether or not they can come into the program.  When I say 

‘like’, I am looking at character, I’m looking at transcripts, I’m looking at the 

recommendation letter.  I’m just looking at potential, things like that.  So it starts there.  

When they’re accepted into the program, I just become very vested in all of them. 

This person has a very pragmatic and conditional approach to the students that he serves.  

People in this group begin their relationships by looking at objective criteria, things that are 

tangible, in order to gauge their potential to be successful.   The initial intake is representative of 

a transaction.  This approach is similar to those who have an external locus of control and the 

conditional profile.  Then the participants in this group become invested in the students because 

they have met the conditions for entering into the relationship. 

What distinguishes the transitional profile from the other two profiles is that there 

appears to be a point when the participants in this profile will seem to change how they approach 

the relationship.  The conditional criteria seem to fade in importance and taking its place is more 

of a relational approach.  For example, one participant in this profile said: 
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Once you get to know them [students] on a personal level, when they’re in a situation of 

real need, I seemed to think they seemed to seek out people that they can trust.  I do tend 

to get involved as far as the process itself and my sense of justice or fairness for a 

particular student given the circumstances.  I felt that in her situation and where she was 

at and how she truly felt about it, it felt so familiar to me that I just need to share this with 

her.   But when I went over to her, I just kind of saw it in her eyes, you know she’s so 

short she had to look up, she kind of had this look in her eyes like ’ I’m really sad.  I need 

someone to pick me up.’  I just saw it in her eyes and her posture, you know?  So like I 

told her something.  I shared something with her that helped me and it looks like it is 

helping her.  So I felt like it was very gratifying, and kind of—well it just felt right.  It 

feels like ‘Wow!  I made a difference!’  But I do feel that it is the personal connection 

gets tough because you know the situation, you know they’re not lying, they’re not trying 

to pull one over on you know that they are really in a distressing situation now and that 

you are the only person that they probably feel that they can turn to. 

Thus, there appears to have been a point at which this participant made a transition from 

being focused on treating the relationship as a transaction, to moving closer, and building a 

relational connection.  Getting to know the students on an emotional level appears to be a risk for 

people in this group. They wait until they believe that the student is truly deserving of this 

connection and self-investment.  Participants in this group view success in the relationship as re-

affirming, not only to their self-worth, but to the decision that they made to remain cautious at 

the onset, before a personal and emotional investment was made in the student.  The transition 

from a Conditional approach to a Relational approach, is where this profile manifests itself.  The 

process appears to be an attempt to prevent the self that could be exposed as the result of an 
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emotional connection, by front-loading the relationship with a transactional approach.  It is as 

though the individuals in this profile have developed a defense mechanism made to prevent 

potential exposure to compassion fatigue.  For example one participant said, 

It’s very, very hard, because I am the type of person who connects emotionally very 

quickly.  This is not a good thing but to share with you that it is very distressful for me 

personally, because I want to call them.  I wanna get more involved, I wanna help them 

more, and sometimes its like I have to remember that I have to stay at the University level.  

But I am the person that they come to.  And what do I do with this information?  You 

know I feel very compelled so my heart, you know, people kinda talk about heart and 

mind, you know?  My heart says to take them into my home personally.  And this is 

embarrassing but it makes me cry…I am going to cry right now (His eyes begin to well 

up).  I’m sorry. 

This participant describes his struggles with the duality that is representative of the 

Transitional profile.  Although he has an emotional connection with the student, he struggles 

with what he describes as ‘stay[ing] at the University level’, which is to remain neutral in dealing 

with students.  However, the disruption of his life and the level of distress that he reports provide 

a demonstration of how individuals in this profile may experience compassion fatigue.  And 

similar to those in the relational profile, the participants in this category will maintain their level 

of anxiety and disruption until the student reports that they are no longer experiencing the 

problem. 

 The emergence of three profiles depicting how Student Affairs professionals approach 

their relationships with students is valuable as the construct of compassion fatigue is explored.  

In only one f the three profiles, Conditional, was there no report of the professionals 
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experiencing compassion fatigue.  Utilizing an external locus of control, the participants 

identified in this group appeared to insulate themselves by not creating an emotional connection 

with their students.  The firm boundaries and focus on outcomes were not conducive to the 

development of compassion fatigue, as there was no investment of the self in the student’s 

problem. 

 However, in both the Relational and Transitional profiles, the participants described some 

disruption and some change in their behaviors as a result of their interaction with students.  For 

those in the Transitional profile, this could occur despite the front-loading defense mechanism 

that they may have used to protect themselves.  For people categorized in both profiles, 

compassion fatigue created a situation that caused them to be critical of themselves, often 

referring to an internal dialogue where they would attempt to resolve the lingering issues that 

culminated as a consequence of taking on the responsibility for the students’ problems.  The 

compassion fatigue that was described by the participants would be relieved once the students 

reported that they were no longer in distress.  Participants demonstrating characteristics similar 

to those with an internal locus of control would continue to question if their role was beneficial 

to the student in resolving the problem or if the resolution of the problem occurred because of 

some other reason, other than themselves. In the former case, the participants would feel valued, 

energized, and reaffirmed. In the latter case, the participants would enter into a self-interrogatory 

phase which often resulted in self-blame for not succeeding in helping a student resolve a 

problem. The obsession with a self in relation to solving a student problem that expanded beyond 

the workspace into the participants’ personal lives became a key trigger for the onset of 

compassion fatigue. 
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From the visual analysis, thematic descriptions, and composite narratives presented 

earlier, it became clear that the participants who were categorized in Transitional or Relational 

profiles demonstrated characteristics consistent with compassion fatigue. These characteristics 

include, but not limited to, issues arising from an extreme focus on solving a problem for the 

student and being critical of self if the problem persisted. Being critical of self included self-

questioning, berating their own professional abilities, questioning their worth as human beings if 

they could not help someone in need who came to them to such an extent that their personal lives 

would be disrupted. These participants reported lack of sleep or disrupted sleep patterns, 

inattentive driving, speeding, being stopped by a police officer, cited with a speeding ticket, and 

fighting with family members at home due to a highly volatile emotional state of mind. For 

example (insert example here and unpack). Therefore, it seems that the experiences of 

compassion fatigue for these participants were directly related to disruptions in their lives caused 

by the self-imposed sense of personal responsibility to solve a student’s problem.  

Participants categorized in the Conditional profile did not report anything that could be 

attributed to characteristics of compassion fatigue. This might be due to the fact that they do not 

become personally invested in their relationships with students and their entry and engagement 

with students are informed by the transactional nature of the relationship leading to an outcome 

that would be professionally rewarding. If such an outcome is not possible, then the relationship 

is not something of worth to invest in. This group of participants also externalized personal 

responsibility to the students if the problem remained unresolved, or if the relationship became 

unsuccessful. Not only did they not recognize a failed relationship, they framed the relationship 

to be non-existent if it had failed, and therefore no personal responsibility was necessary for a 

relationship that did not even exist. For example…(insert example and unpack) 
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 The experience of compassion fatigue was relieved only when students reported that their 

problem was resolved or if the problem was perceived to be solved by the Student Affairs 

professional. Therefore, it seems that participants who could be categorized in Relational or 

Transitional profiles would situate solutions for their disrupted state of life to someone or 

something external to themselves, associated with a resolution of the problem. For example a 

participant with a relational profile would say: 

Um, and at that point, I realized that she was already contacted by housing staff, so I was 

like man, that girl is really gonna be mad at me for stalking her, cause we are going right 

back to her door and knock on it, and um, then wondering if she will still go with me or 

she going to feel that I broke her trust because now she will assume that all these people 

know, cause they went knocking on their door.  But, um, it worked out.  She came to the 

door, she was willing to go, we walked over there, and I left her in the hands of 

counseling.  I think that for me, it’s my whole essence or way of servicing students.  I 

give ‘em 150% of my time, because I know the value of helping these particular students.  

I see it on a daily basis.  But after she went to counseling, I felt kind of relieved.  Cause 

all of the ‘what ifs’ didn’t matter 

This participant was questioning her role in trying to resolve a problem for a student, and  

was anxious about how she would be perceived for wanting to solve a problem for the student. 

She questioned how the relationship could be fractured if the student felt that a trust was broken 

due to the fact that the participant was exposing the student to other service professionals, even 

though the intent for such exposure was to bring relief to the student’s situation. Reflecting on 

the situation, this participant claimed that she offered way more than she is expected to when 

servicing the students because she drew personal meaning and worth from that kind of 
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investment. Her relief came when she felt assured that the student was getting the help necessary 

to resolve her problem. What is also interesting about feeling relieved is that it occurred when 

the student perceived value in the help offered by the participant and accepted the help willingly 

without much incident. Thus, someone external to the participant was the agent of relief from the 

prior experience of anxiety, stress, and self-questioning.  

 Participants reported various forms of coping to deal with the development and the 

experience of compassion fatigue. One of the most commonly reported coping mechanisms was 

for the professionals to speak with colleagues or significant others.  It seemed as if these 

participants were seeking reinforcement from their partners or colleagues, the very same 

reinforcement that they needed from the student. However, this attempt would satiate the 

participants only temporarily, as they knew that until they have the reinforcement from the 

student in question, this group of participants would not feel fully relieved. Additionally, even if 

this group of participants used colleagues and partners to talk about their concerns, their anxiety 

levels, sleep disruption, and stress around the situation remained. Any relief they felt from 

talking to others was only temporary, an illusory distraction. For example, someone placed in a 

relational profile said:  

I come back to my desk and just kind of take a minute and sit here quietly or go a talk 

with my work study’s cause they’re always lively and the conversation is always light.  

Or I go to my boss’s office where there is full time staff.  When I still think of them and I 

still go to my supervisor’s office…the one that gets most of the venting and I’ll talk to 

her.  You know, this is some of the things that I’ve said.  She will say, you know you 

need to be thinking about X, Y, or Z when we have students.  In this situation, like I 

really felt like that—you know, what else can I do?  But right, I went to my boss to ask 
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her, is there something else I need to fill out?  Something else I could do? And she said 

‘No, you did the right thing.’  But in this particular situation I did take it home.  I was 

bothered by it.  I couldn’t sleep.  I did explain it to my wife.  You know, this thing 

affected me.  I just didn’t expect that. It caught me off guard completely. Part of it is just 

having the emotion and getting it out of my system.  Ah, then it is deep breaths.  And a 

few minutes of processing what just happened.  I never really thought about it like that, 

but at that point, when I am convincing myself of those things, then I’m dealing with it. 

This participant’s experiences demonstrate his need for reinforcement that he did 

everything he could to help a student. Yet the situation remained unresolved for him no matter 

how much his supervisor reassured him or how much he shared his experiences with his wife. He 

made an emotional investment and was unable to detach. He could not simply accept that he had 

done everything he could and that, in and of itself, should be rewarding instead of stress 

producing. 

For those appearing to be suffering from compassion fatigue, coping seemed to be linked 

to seeking assistance from others to help find a solution.  Resolving the issue, again, appeared to 

be the only way that the professional could find some peace. And the most expedient way to feel 

a situation was resolved was if the students accepted a solution offered to them, reported the 

problem being solved, or was helped by someone or some other service professionals who was in 

the best position to create solutions to whom the participants referred their students.  

Part of the strategic move to build capacity for participants in Relational and Transitional 

profiles was a critical self-examination after a problem has been resolved. The participants would 

conduct a deep analysis of what worked, what did not, what could be done better the next time, 

what could be modified, etc. This self-examination allowed for reinforcing the participants’ 
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strengths, their sense of accomplishment, their self-worth, which then became a way to build 

capacity, even if the experience of helping a student could at times be emotionally distressing 

causing disruptions in multiple areas of the participants’ lives. For example, a participant 

categorized in Relational profile reported: 

And then she came here and there she went, into full detail about this instance and how it 

happened and the relationship she had with her—with the person who had assaulted her, 

and I’m like pause, wait.  And I was like, ‘Oh my God!’  Like ok, and I went back and I 

said like what is it that prompted her to say all of these things? But sometimes to them 

it’s resolved, its done with, you know?  But its like it won’t stop bugging me, you know?  

But then, you know…I always question, ‘Is this the right thing to do?  Am I doing this for 

the right reason?  Am I treating people the way that I should be?’  Um, not all that is guilt 

or just conscience.  I am always reflecting on what actions or what words I said to 

someone and trying to determine whether I handled it the best way possible.  And so I 

walk through [the situation] again by myself, touching base with them, and then saying 

OK, touching base with the student again, and reinforcing the fact that this is the 

student’s process.  But in the end, I am just stunned with myself.  But it reminds me of a 

really emotionally overwhelming situation where I had to ask myself, where I had to 

ponder and reflect, Am I doing the right thing?  Why am I doing this?  Am I doing good?  

Am I doing bad? 

This participant reports continuous self-questioning and critical reflection, even after a 

problem was solved. It was as if she did not perceive the problem to have been really resolved, 

perhaps indicating that she had done everything the best way she could. To seek further 

reinforcement, this participant touched based with the student to make sure that the situation is, 
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indeed, resolved and there is enough reason to work towards feeling relieved. This self-

examination required the participant to finally believe that she had the capacity to help a student 

and, indeed, the student was helped. Thus, it seems as though this realization gave the participant 

permission to consider herself a successful professional, a valued human being, and a human 

being who is willing to go the extra distance in service of the students.  Additionally, this review 

offers the participant a chance to incorporate the new information into her approach to other 

students in the future in similar situations.  And if such an approach works to resolve a problem 

expediently without causing too much emotional distress or disruption in the participant’s 

personal life, then the participant would avoid having to experience compassion fatigue. Thus, 

self-reflection after a situation has been resolved successfully could act as a capacity building 

strategy. 

 Therefore, it seems that irrelevant of how the participants situate themselves in relation to 

the problem, compassion fatigue need not be an overwhelming experience if the participants 

know how to resolve their own problems. For participants grouped in the Conditional profile, the 

coping and capacity building occur prior to entering the relationship with students because of the 

disposition with which they engage in the relationship. For participants grouped in the 

Transitional and Relational coping and capacity building was also connected to the disposition 

with which they entered the relationship or transitioned into during the course of the relationship. 

If this group of people used skills and strategies from previously successful relationships and was 

successful in their current relationship, the instances of compassion fatigue were less. However, 

if this group of people found their skills and strategies were not effectively resolving the 

situation, they invested more, and, in most cases, so far beyond expectations that many parts of 

their lives suffered outside of their professional spaces. 
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Chapter Summary 

 In this chapter, using a constructivist lens, I have presented three themes that emerged 

from the data.  I first presented the theme of Relationship Building as Influenced by Locus of 

Control which was demonstrated through a visual analysis as well as excerpts from the 

participant’s experience.  Next, I presented the Relational, Conditional and Transitional profiles 

that were represented by three composite characters, to bring forward the voices of all of the 

participants and to illustrate the unique qualities that were present in each profile.  Finally, I 

presented the theme of Building Capacity and Compassion fatigue, continuing to use vignettes to 

illustrate the ways in which the participant’s did, or did not, experience compassion fatigue and 

how they then negotiated and grew from the experience.  Finally, all of the concepts were 

brought together to compare and contrast the differences to gain a better understanding how 

compassion fatigue may be experienced as well as how it was successfully negotiated among the 

participants. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

 
After being a Student Affairs professional for over 25 years at multiple campuses, I have 

become well aquatinted with the high turnover rates of professionals in the field, and to some 

extent, accepting it as a foregone conclusion.  However, it was not until I came to understand the 

impacts of caring through my work with animal shelter workers that I made a connection to the 

potential toxic impact of caring otherwise known as compassion fatigue.  Understanding the 

requirements of working within the field of Student Affairs and their potential exposure to 

student suffering, inspired me inquire about how Student Affairs professionals experienced and 

coped with compassion fatigue. 

The role of Student Affairs professionals has been broadly described as those responsible 

for “life outside of the classroom” (Boyer, 1987, p. 177) encompassing “the primary 

responsibility for the personal and interpersonal development of students” (Javinar, 2000, p. 85).  

In chapter four, I introduced the combined experiences of thirteen Student Affairs professionals, 

who were all working in post-secondary institutions located in South Texas at the time of the 

study.  All the participants were selected using criteria-based selection. Criteria-based selection 

implied that participants were selected only if they were identified as working in Student Affairs, 

as determined by their institution.  Anchored in a constructivist framework, using grounded 

theory techniques, the following research questions guided this study: 

1. How do Student Affairs Professionals experience compassion fatigue? 

2. What experiences influence the development of compassion fatigue? 

3. What strategies or experiences allow Student Affairs Professionals to successfully 

cope with compassion fatigue? 
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In this chapter I describe the intersection of the theoretical frameworks and key findings. 

Additionally, I explore the contributions to the literature; offer concluding thoughts, implications, 

and directions for future studies.  Finally, I present a brief epilogue describing my journey as a 

researcher in the field where I am also the professional expert.  This epilogue is to maintain 

academic integrity of this study where I claim the interpretive positions from where I construct 

knowledge and make assertions.  

Theoretical Framework and Compassion Fatigue 

This study is grounded in the broad framework of Interpretivism.  Interpretivism seeks to 

“understand and explain human and social reality” (Crotty, 1998, p. 67) and can “reconstruct the 

understandings of the [participant’s] social worlds” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2007, p. 92).  As this 

study is concerned with understanding the lived experiences of Student Affairs professionals and 

their negotiation of compassion fatigue, it became the focus of the study to understand the ways 

in which the participants engaged in complex relationships while interacting with students.  

Attempting to understand how the Student Affairs professionals interpreted their world was 

critical to understanding how compassion fatigue may be experienced. 

Compassion fatigue is the result of an individual’s exposure to suffering of another where 

the individual empathizes so much with the other person’s suffering that s/he owns the suffering 

itself (Figley, 1995).  Because the development of compassion fatigue is dependent on the 

interaction between two people, it was valuable to understand how Student Affairs professionals 

constructed their realities through their interactions with students (Charmaz, 2009).   

As the Student Affairs professionals begin to work with the student, they begin to apply 

their constructed realities to the student problem in an effort to understand and resolve the issue.  
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How a person creates meaning in the world based on prior experiences, interactions with events, 

circumstances, and people is the essence of the constructivist stance.  Constructivist theory 

suggests that each individual uses their lived experiences to create their own reality (Crotty, 

1998).  Mahoney and Lyddon (1988) further suggest that this type of meaning making then 

“creates the framework from which the individual orders and assigns meaning to [a] new 

experience” (p. 200).   I align with the idea that the framework that the Student Affairs 

professionals use to understand the students’ problem is a result of their cumulative 

understanding of all of their prior experiences.  Any further interactions will either confirm or 

challenge the existing reality (McCann & Pearlman, 1990).  The constructivist stance recognizes 

that an individual’s reality is not a fixed point on the horizon.  Rather constructing reality is an 

active process, constantly being tested, implemented and revised as new situations are 

encountered (McCann & Pearlman, 1990). 

The understanding that constructivism is an active process is the basis of Constructivist 

Self Development Theory (CSDT).  Recall that McCann and Pearlman (1990), CSDT is 

presented as a theory of development focused on the “complex interplay between life 

experiences (including personal history, specific traumatic events, and the social and cultural 

context) and the developing self (including self capacities, ego resources, psychological needs, 

and the cognitive schemas about self and world)” (p. 6).  Specifically, McCann & Pearlman 

developed CSDT to address the survivors of trauma and to develop an effective treatment 

paradigm for intervention and treatment.  However, in gaining their understanding of the 

survivors of trauma, they also shed light on how those treating the traumatized are impacted as 

well.  Even though CSDT was developed in the context of trauma, it has implications for other 

related contexts, such as in the relationship between a Student Affairs professional and the 
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students they help.  In the next sections, I will address the major tenets of CSDT as presented by 

McCann and Pearlman (1990) and how it applied to this study. 

Recall that McCann and Pearlman (1990), adopted theoretical constructs from both 

Piaget’s (1971) theories of cognitive development and Rotter’s (1954) learning theory, to 

establish the focus of CSDT is the notion of the self, defined as the “psychological foundation of 

the individual…that acts as the seat of the individual’s identity and inner life” (p. 16). McCann 

and Pearlman (1990) posit that empathy is one of the vital components of creating a stable and 

positive self, consistent with Rotter’s (1954) learning theory.  By being able to create positive 

interactions with others and then assimilating the new information, the self can be given some 

stability.  Empathy could be understood on a spectrum where a person can see similarities with 

another person to fully perceiving the other person’s problem as if it is one’s own and feeling 

what the other person feels.  

For example, recall, Willard stated that, “from CEO to gardener, I have something in 

common with everybody.”  Thus, Willard’s form of empathetic management in this example is 

where he finds some form of similarity with various groups of people when interacting with 

them, which brings him a sense of stability when encountering new people. His sense of self is 

informed by his ability to connect with others, which is further reinforced based on how well he 

connects with people with varied backgrounds.  However, when confronted with an individual 

with whom Willard’s usual methods of connecting through empathy did not work, he 

experienced new information that was contrary to what he believed to be true about the world.  

In this case, with the interaction not providing Willard a positive view of self, he chose to 

dismiss the interaction by agreeing to disagree.  Agreeing to disagree can be defined for Willard 

as a learned reaction that allows him to create distance for himself from the potential negative 
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effects that may have been caused by the interaction.  His reaction in this case, is a reaction that 

Willard had developed overtime to protect his beliefs about his self. 

The concept of the self is a complex interaction and overlap of several different 

constructs, which include self capacities, ego resources, psychological needs, and schemas 

(McCann and Pearlman, 1990).  Each of these constructs was described in detail in Chapter two. 

These constructs inform how a person can develop compassion fatigue.  When a person is 

exposed to suffering, the manifestation of compassion fatigue can be realized in one or all of the 

constructs mentioned above.   

Recall, self-capacities refer to the specific tolerances that people develop in interacting 

with the world that “allow the individual to maintain a consistent sense of identity and positive 

self esteem” (McCann & Pearlman, 1990, p. 20).  These tolerances include the ability to regulate 

feelings, to be alone, to calm oneself and the ability to moderate self-loathing. In this study, the 

reinforcement of self could be observed in each participant in various ways.  For example, Stella 

reported of a student who left her classroom and never returned. When this incident happened, 

Stella had developed a capacity that allowed her focus on the students who were in the classroom 

instead of focusing on the student who left.  Another participant, Larry, had developed a 

tolerance for students who did not come into his office for the four years that they had been in 

his program.  Andrew came to understand that he would not have an opportunity to connect with 

some students who did not need him.  Both of these participants’ negotiations of their 

relationships with students demonstrate mechanisms through which they preserve a positive 

sense of self.  Neither Stella nor Larry chose to believe that here was something wrong with the 

way they offered their services to the students that caused the students’ behavior. Instead, Stella 

chose to focus on the students who could benefit from her services and Larry accepted that 
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students with whom he has not met just were those students for whom his services are 

unnecessary.  Thus, both participants focused on what they could offer to those who needed their 

services instead of self-loathing generated by questioning self due to the actions of students who 

did not use their services.  

Recall that ego resources, another self construct, are also a part of the self-regulatory 

system as described earlier.  McCann & Pearlmann (1990) define ego resources as the, 

“conscious abilities, which are used to relate to the world outside oneself, including other people 

in the tasks, in a constructive way” (p. 21).  Ego resources could include conscious abilities that 

involve empathy, willpower, intelligence, introspection, personal boundaries, understanding 

consequences, and the ability to view others and self from more than one perspective.   

Because of the ways in which people construct their individual realities, the ego resources 

observed during this study were present in varied forms in the participants.  For example, 

Herbie’s way of interacting with individuals was constructed through his experiences in working 

in the upper mid-west part of the country as well as in South Texas.  He described his approach 

with students within his internship in a psychiatric unit in the mid-west as being reserved and 

careful while recognizing that the “rules” for interacting with students in South Texas were much 

less restrictive than the mid-west.  Herbie’s ego resources, including introspection, personal 

boundaries and understanding consequences had evolved based on what he had constructed as 

appropriate ways to interact with the world.  For example Herbie said: 

I’m very umm… my boundaries are very—finicky, as far as contact with students. I’m 

very aware, I’m very selective as far as how I make personal contact with students. So, I 

guess that just comes from my background, social work internship. I did an internship on 

a psychiatric unit. So, I – the boundaries were very strong for me for a long time. So, but 
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here, and that’s one of the parts I really relish my job is I kind of let myself go a little bit 

because I think sometimes people do need just a physical connection. So, I just kind of 

saw it in her eyes and in her posture and I just kind of felt like she needed a pat on the 

back, you know? 

Herbie’s understanding of appropriate physical contact while he was in his position of a social 

worker intern required that he respect firm boundaries as they related to appropriate contact.  

However, in his new position, he was able to make the physical connection that he felt is 

necessary to make people feel better.  As Herbie moved to his new job, he found that he could 

expand his boundaries to include the physical contact he was not previously able to utilize, 

something that he found that he relished.  For Herbie, using his ego resources of recognizing 

boundaries and introspection allowed him to redefine the ways that he could connect with his 

students to better serve their emotional needs.   

Note that McCann and Pearlman (1990) differentiate psychological need from ego 

resources noting that while ego resources are primarily cognitive processes, psychological needs 

are unconscious needs.  McCann and Pearlman (1990) state that psychological needs, such as 

intimacy, independence, trust and dependency, motivate behavior through attempts to satisfy 

one’s needs.  The expression of psychological needs was observed in this study through the 

actions and experiences reported by the participants.  An example of this can be found in the 

experiences of Willard who claimed, “I just want everyone to like me.  I’m not sure where that 

comes from.  But if you’re friends with me…that makes me stronger.”  The perceived need to 

create relationships for Willard motivates him to make connections to build his sense of self.  

The motivation to fill a psychological need can also be seen in the experiences of Donna who 

said, “I am not sure if I have such power… but she perceives that I do...And now I feel obligated 
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to help her somehow…and wow, that is a big responsibility she is placing on me.”  Donna 

describes a different psychological need in creating the obligation for herself based on her 

position.  Each participant in the study displayed a unique approach to describing their needs 

which highlighted the ways in which the individual constructs their reality is highly 

individualized. However it should be noted that the ways in which the psychological needs were 

observed were through my interpretive lens, therefore my assessment could not begin to 

approach any diagnosis or definitively state maladaptive behavior.  Based on the reports from the 

participants, it became clear that the extent to which the participants invest in fulfilling their 

needs and how they process their responsibility regarding their relationships with students have a 

direct implication on the development of compassion fatigue.   

As mentioned earlier, the cognitive schemas were included as central components of 

CSDT based in the cognitive development theory of Jean Piaget, was presented by McCann and 

Pearlman (1990).  Schemas are defined as “the cognitive manifestations of psychological 

needs…or beliefs, expectations and assumptions about self and others” (McCann and Pearlman, 

1990, p. 25).  It is this understanding of Piaget’s works that McCann and Pearlman (1990) draw 

from when discussing constructive self development and give definition to how an individual 

who experiences trauma could experience compassion fatigue. 

For example, when Andrew was working with a student, he found out that she had been 

raped.  This took Andrew by surprise because the purpose of the meeting was to work with the 

student on another issue that seemed unrelated to the rape.  In addition, Andrew was not trained 

as a counselor.  Rather he had come to Student Affairs after working for years in a business 

setting.  The exposure to the new situation is not something that could fit easily in Andrew’s 

existing schemas.  Andrew said: 
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I just can’t just not do anything.  You know, at that time I think it was for me—time just 

slowed down.  It wasn’t an issue for me.  It was more, ‘How am I gonna help this person?’  

‘How am I gonna get her the right information?’ ‘How do I follow up?’ And I was taken 

aback.  I wasn’t expecting that or even know how we got there…I think for me, my 

whole essence, my whole way of servicing students is that I give them 150% of my time 

cause I see the value of helping these students.  I see it!  I see it on a daily basis.  And that 

is my whole thing.  I want them to feel comfortable and I want them to tell me things.  

And they tell you things that catch you off guard…I want to find out what their problem 

is.  And that is my whole thing.  What’s the problem, how do I fix that?...And for me, um, 

all I wanted to do was make her feel comfortable and get her the help she needed…But I 

didn’t think that it had affected me that much cause I know in the perspective of—I get 

really connected with the students…but in this particular one, I did take it home…I just 

didn’t expect that…it caught me off guard. 

Andrew was surprised by the admission of the student in his meeting that she was raped and was 

in some emotional pain.  Andrew valued his ability to make the student feel comfortable and tell 

him things.  However, when faced with an issue that he could not easily resolve, he tried to solve 

the problem for the student while he was caught off-guard and was unable to put a distance 

between his home and his work. Even though Andrew tried to get the student the help she needed, 

not being able to help the student directly, not having the right resources, not being well-

prepared to help were all unsettling issues for him.  

For Andrew, hearing about the rape and not having the answers causes disruption in his 

life based on his perception of the pain that the student was exhibiting as well as his perceived 

inability to solve the problem for the student. To challenge his schema, Andrew used his ability 
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to empathize with the student and understand her frame of reference while maintaining his belief 

that he must solve the problem in order to be successful.  Andrew believed that if he gave 150% 

of his efforts and attention to students’ issues, that those issues should be resolved, and in most 

cases they were, reinforcing a sense of self strengthened by said belief.  In this situation, a 150% 

effort did not yield in the resolution of the issue, because Andrew could not remove the student’s 

pain within a quick timeframe. Such inability to help the student informed Andrew’s sense of 

self, and contradicted what he thought himself based on his past experiences. This sense of 

helplessness caused Andrew to carry his problems home, disrupt his sleep, engage in deep self-

doubt, expressing characteristics similar to those who develop compassion fatigue. 

Another aspect of CSDT deals with the concept of traumatic memories.  McCann and 

Pearlman (1990) note that traumatic memories evoke the imagery, mood and emotions that were 

experienced at the time of the experienced trauma.  When triggered, the potential for the re-

experiencing of the full traumatic incident, including any repressed memories, can occur.  With 

this reoccurrence, the disruption can occur across all of the identified areas of self.  Such 

disruption can lead to introspection and can challenge one’s stability of the existing schemas.  

McCann and Pearlman (1990) suggest that the memories can be addressed by “mobilizing the 

self capacities…to restore inner calm and self control” (p. 219). As CSDT is written from the 

perspective of a counselor assisting clients who have been experiencing severe trauma, McCann 

and Pearlman (1990) suggest a wide array of techniques from hypnotherapy to talk therapy in an 

attempt to assist the client with their process of assimilation and accommodation.  Taking a 

different perspective from the helper’s point of view, the underlying assumptions can be applied 

to the feelings that may arise for Student Affairs professionals as they emotionally connect with 

a student. These professionals draw on their own experiences in an effort to help the student.  In 
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some cases, the participants recalled a personal experience or feelings that they then related 

directly to the student they were helping. For example, Burt, recalled a time when he was helping 

a student who was pursuing a job in a field similar to his.  However, the student was confronted 

with a supervisor who did not want to endorse the student for the job for which she was applying.  

Burt shared with the student a very personal story, recalling a time when he also felt that he was 

being overlooked for a job.  Burt shared how he felt once he was connected with the student and 

said: 

So that student shared with me in confidence how they felt about the situation.  And then 

it got me very emotionally connected to with her because I had a same situation back and 

the same scenario when I was a student.  There were certain people that I felt could’ve 

helped, could have helped me out if they wanted to, but they chose not to.  Umm, and I 

have always kinda carried that with me.  And I told her, you know I shared with her that 

till this day, that I hold, not a grudge against that person but anytime I accomplish 

something I always kinda like to put it in their face and say ‘You see!  I did this without 

your help!  And for her to use that same, use that same uhh uhh fuel to, fuel for your fire, 

once you go out and you accomplish whatever it is that you do kind of say ‘I was able to 

accomplish this without your help and your reference. And thank you for giving me that 

sort of fire to succeed. You may not have been a reference but you’re still going to help 

me succeed.’ And so just use that in a different form. So that’s how I was emotionally 

connected to that person by sharing the same experience. But once you know, she was 

able to share this with me, that’s truly when I felt more comfortable. And I felt that 

connection stronger.  Ah yeah actually it felt umm it felt very gratifying. It felt very uhh 
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it jes ahh I guess I could say it just kind of felt right. Because I don’t share that story with 

a lot of people. 

Burt described the emotional connection through the memory of his prior experiences.  His 

memories of being left alone and not being offered assistance as a student, is brought to bear as 

he attempted to help the student with their current situation.  As he attempted to connect with the 

student empathically, Burt evoked a memory that not only connected him to the student directly, 

but triggered a recall of a similar memory.  Burt used the memory as a motivator for himself in 

the past to succeed, and by sharing how he overcame his personal adversity with the student. He 

hoped that the motivation he found in not being endorsed as an employee would create a similar 

motivation for the student.  For Burt, who has come to some terms with his past experience, his 

use of memory is offered as a way in which he can help others overcome a similar experience. 

While McCann and Pearlman (1990) offer the idea of traumatic memory to explain how 

the traumatized continually re-traumatize themselves, I re-interpreted this from the stance of an 

individual who is acting as the helper.  McCann and Pearlman (1990), in describing how to treat 

an individual with traumatic recall, rely on “mobilizing the self capacities in the service of 

coping with the intrusive memories…understanding what they are thinking and feeling” (p. 219).  

For Burt, he used his past experiences and shared with the student how he processed the 

information in opposition to what he believed about himself as a way of helping the student 

assimilate the new information into the student’s rules of the world. Using internal dialogue as a 

coping strategy, the client can then “approach the traumatic material directly without 

overwhelming anxiety” (McCann & Pearlman, 1990, p. 220).  Burt, in selecting to use his 

memory of a painful experience, which he had apparently had already adopted into his schema, 

had in some way, shape or form, accommodated the feelings of rejection and dismissal that he 
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felt was unwarranted for him.  His use of his traumatic memory was to provide insight and focus 

for the student and to pass along how he had personally dealt with his own issues.  By recalling 

the event in his past, Burt sought to deepen the personal connection to the student in order to 

help the student succeed. Although this is a positive example of using recall to make a deeper 

personal connection, the connection to a past traumatic event and if the interaction was not 

successful, it could then expose the helper to compassion fatigue.    

Another tenet proposed by McCann and Pearlman (1990) is the adaptation to trauma.  As 

stated earlier, the adaptation to trauma involves the internalization and the accommodation of 

new material into the schema by constructing a new reality based on the new interaction.  The 

integration of the new material happens at the speed equal to the ability of the individual to 

resolve the issue for them.  In some cases, individuals are not able to resolve issues on their own, 

requiring the assistance of a therapist to work through the issues of disequilibrium in order to 

assimilate or accommodate the new material into their lives.  For others, they are able to 

negotiate their reconciliation of disrupted schema independent of others, with a self-soothing that 

leads to the resolution of the presenting problems, using techniques such as introspection, self-

affirmations, and rationalizations (McCann & Pearlman, 1990).  For example, Moran (2002) 

advocates the use of humor to lower tension that can better facilitate the reconciliation process.  

Others suggest that negative self-talk can be challenged in an effort to get to a self-soothing self 

talk (Gentry, Baranowsky, & Dunning, 2002). Similar to traumatic memories, this tenet is 

written from the stance of the traumatized.  As earlier, I have interpreted this tenet from the 

context of Student Affairs professionals who can increase their capacity as an individual.  With 

this understanding of having an increased capacity to understand the world from a perspective 

that includes one’s newly evolved schema, the individual can now move forward, assumedly 
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better able to cope with similar circumstances/challenges in the future (McCann & Pearlman, 

1990).  

During this study, it was discovered that after the Student Affairs professionals, who 

demonstrated characteristics similar to those with internal locus of control identified an end of a 

crisis, they engaged in an introspective process that I interpreted to be similar to Building 

Capacity.  This process was meant to incorporate new solutions and new approaches to solving a 

student’s problems into their existing schemas in hopes that armed with this new perspective, the 

person will be able to assist the students without creating the negative feelings associated with 

compassion fatigue.  These new insights gained from problem-solving can then be added to tools 

for coping so that future negative interactions with students do not lead to compassion fatigue. In 

that regard, the participants can build capacity for handling difficult situations without being 

over-extended and drained themselves. For example Willard, when reflecting on his past 

experiences and those moments when he felt overwhelmed, spoke about how he would overcome 

those moments.  Willard said:  

When I get to those moments in my work and I have time to process and reflect on what 

it all means, I then always motivate myself with you know with two statements that I 

always repeat: Do the right thing, do your job well.  Do the right thing, do your job well.  

I will just keep saying that to myself because sometimes it is hard to take that step.  But if 

you know it’s the right thing and it’s what your job requires, I guess it’s when you finally 

take the step that you know your gonna start to resolve whatever the situation is…I don’t 

know where it comes from, but it’s something that I always say to myself…I’ve never 

really thought about it like that, but at that point when I am convincing myself of those 

two things, I am dealing with it. 
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Willard, when presented with a situation where he began to feel overwhelmed with the emotions 

of the interaction with a student, taught himself to reflect and become introspective about what 

he was feeling.  Willard would engage in self-talk, a technique that he had acquired at some 

point in his career which allowed him to cope with an emotionally charged issue.  Perhaps at 

some level the mantra that Willard used was reflective of his beliefs in the world, noting that he 

could not rationalize its origin.  Using his beliefs surrounding his view of the world, he distilled 

the new information as he began to align the new information with his existing schema.  For 

Willard, by using the technique of self-talk and introspection, he believed that he could 

successfully incorporate new information and adjust the ways in which he will view similar 

events in the future.   By engaging in the self-talk and working to incorporate the new 

information, Student Affairs professionals would then use this new material as they moved 

forward to help students.  This process of incorporating new information in this study is also a 

form of building capacity.  Although building capacity was not a guarantee that the participants 

would not feel the anxiety and discomfort associated with compassion fatigue in the future, the 

experience of preparedness added to their sense of confidence to deal with difficult situations. 

them feeling better prepared to handle similar situations in the future.   

 Thus, it could be summarized that the experience of compassion fatigue in general can be 

viewed as the response by the Student Affairs professional to a student’s feelings of pain 

associated with an unsolved problem.  Because each individual has different life experiences, 

compassion fatigue becomes a highly individualized and personal journey.  By viewing the 

development of compassion fatigue through a constructivist lens, it can be better understood how 

the participants could construct their beliefs about the world and how the student’s problem 

could present the participant with new and unresolvable issues.  By gaining insight into how the 
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Student Affairs professional resolves these issues for themselves through a cognitive process of 

assimilation and accommodation, we also gain insight into how compassion fatigue manifests for 

the participant’s and how they then negotiate with it’s affects. 

In the following sections of this chapter, I discuss the contributions to the literature, and 

address the research questions given the findings discussed in chapter four.  In addition, I discuss 

the conclusions, implications, and considerations for future research.   

Contributions to Literature 

The contributions to current literature, given the findings discussed in the previous 

chapter, are divided into three parts:  The Central Role of Locus of Control, Compassion Fatigue 

and the Student Affairs Professional and Burnout vs. Compassion Fatigue. 

Central Role of Locus of Control in Compassion Fatigue 

 In this study, the locus of control became a key concept in understanding compassion 

fatigue. Existing understanding of locus of control is: 

the degree to which persons expect that a reinforcement or an outcome of their behavior 

is contingent on their own behavior or personal characteristics [internal locus of control] 

versus the degree to which persons expect that the reinforcement or outcome is a function 

of chance, luck or fate, is under the control of powerful others, or simply unpredictable 

[external locus of control] (Rotter, 1990, p. 489). 

By understanding where an individual gains reinforcement, we can begin to understand both 

what motivates an individual to act, as well as how they view outcomes.  Rotter (1990) in 

reflecting on the creation of this construct wrote, 

a basic assumption is that the unit of investigation for the study of personality is the 

interaction of the individual and his or her meaningful environment.  Behavior in 
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different situations will be different, although there will be a gradient of generalization 

from one situation to another (p. 491) 

As compassion fatigue revolves around individual interpretation of experiences within their 

environment, employing a broad construct to understand how individuals react and negotiate 

compassion fatigue can be useful.  By gaining a general understanding of where individuals 

perceive reinforcement comes from, we can begin to better understand the impact of that 

perception on the development of compassion fatigue in Student Affairs professionals.  

  An existing understanding of compassion fatigue related to locus of control is present in 

the literature when examining resilience and coping. However, there are disagreements between 

the effects on locus of control on the development of compassion fatigue.  For example, Lucero 

(2003) suggested that those with a strong internal locus of control were less likely to experience 

compassion fatigue.  Injeyan, et al., (2007) appears to agree with this assertion finding that 

“genetic counselors having an external locus of control and low optimism were at highest risk for 

compassion fatigue” (p. 526).  Going further into their analysis, Injeyan, et al. (2007) suggest 

that those with an internal locus of control will feel more empowered, less helpless and “more 

likely to use active coping mechanisms” (p. 534).  Benoit, Veach and LeRoy (2007) contradict 

the findings of Lucero (2003) and Injeyan, et al. (2007) by suggesting that an internal locus of 

control played an important role in the development of compassion fatigue as well as mitigating 

the long-term effects of the compassion fatigue experience. 

In the literature cited above, locus of control is viewed from a standpoint of coping within 

the construct of compassion fatigue, linking it with optimism, overall satisfaction and ability to 

effectively mitigate long term effects.  McCann and Pearlman (1990a) include locus of control 

and social learning as a part of their overall theory of Constructivist Self Development Theory, 
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suggesting that as an individual experiences trauma, that the locus of control “may shift one’s 

schemas in several need areas from a more internal to a more external focus (or vice versa)” (p. 

66).  While the existing body of literature explores the relationship between locus of control and 

compassion fatigue, the disagreement as to the part that locus of control plays in the development 

of compassion fatigue as well as the mitigation of the impact on the self require further dialog.  

In the following sections I will discuss how this study contributes to the discussion of the 

relationship between locus of control and compassion fatigue. 

In this study, people with characteristics similar to an internal locus of control, generally 

will look inwardly for a solution, engage in self-blaming when there is a problem and will 

actively seek solutions to problems (Janoff-Bulamn, 1979; Lefcourt, 1982; Rotter, 1990; Tarver, 

Canada & Lim, 1999).  This is because for this group of people (abbreviated as internals from a 

prior chapter) responsibilities for all actions are directed to the self.  Some of this responsibility 

is derived from the feeling that the individual desires control to influence the outcomes and that 

they want to experience a predictable outcome (Lefcourt, 1982).  From the perspectives of 

participants categorized as internals, they desire to engage in outcomes actively so that they can 

avoid any surprises as they help their student clients. For example, Holly, who is a Student 

Affairs professional with less than three years of experience, recalled a situation where she 

experienced an unresolvable problem when helping a student who had reported sexual 

misconduct.    After making an appropriate referral, Holly found out that the student did not go to 

counseling as she had proposed.  Holly said: 

I thought about it all night and then all of Thursday, um, trying to find the young lady.  In 

the end I was worried about where is she?  She’s not in class.  Is everything OK?  Did 

something happen at the end of the meeting?  It was more being I guess worried about 
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her.  Um, was there stuff she left out?  What could I have done?  I didn’t walk her to 

[counseling].  I just assumed that she was going to go.  Should I have walked her to 

[counseling]?  What if I missed the one opportunity to get her to [counseling]?...  I 

questioned myself a lot.  Should I have kept her longer? …I was kinda disappointed in 

myself…but it worked out. …and I was kinda relieved.  Because all of the ‘what ifs’ 

didn’t matter.  Cause we found her and she was willing to go.  

Holly’s decision to internalize all aspects of this experience as somehow her responsibility and 

failure caused her tremendous anxiety. First she went through a round of questions doubting her 

own actions and what else she could have done to help the student. In her estimation, the referral 

to the counselor should have created a predictable outcome, that being the student needs 

emotional support, and then she should go to the counselor.  Then when she was able to help the 

student through a realization of her predictive outcome, she was relieved. Holly chose to be 

relieved because she saw herself helping the student to the best of her abilities and services 

through a referral and because the student went to counseling services. Holly considered the 

problem to be resolved from her perspective, since the student would now be getting help that 

the student needs, which Holly cannot provide.  However, the negotiations of her self-construct 

through this process showed some characteristics that could be interpreted as the development of 

compassion fatigue. In Holly’s case compassion fatigue developed because knowing that the 

student was experiencing pain and knowing that there was a solution to help the student, she was 

faced with an inability to ascertain that the problem was solved for the student.  By adopting the 

problem on behalf of the student, Holly found herself being singularly focused on helping the 

student, which left her with feelings of inadequacy and self-doubt.  Once the student was 

successfully delivered to a counselor, the feelings of self-doubt were relieved because as far as 
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Holly was concerned, the problem was solved because the predictable and desirable outcomes 

had been achieved. 

 Finding the expected and desirable outcome for the student can be viewed as the way in 

which internals continue to develop and reinforce their self-concept.  internals who see 

themselves in control of outcomes then feel more confident and then can feel a greater sense of 

satisfaction.  However, when the outcomes cannot be realized, there follows a preoccupation on 

the part of the internal with finding the solution for the student, in a sense that reassures the self-

concept.  The connection between an internal locus of control and unresolvable issues and 

impact on the self-concept can also be seen when examining the case of Andrew.  Recall Andrew, 

who was not trained as a counselor, was faced with a student who had experienced a sexual 

assault.  Andrew was shocked by the admission by the student and did call the counselor.  

However, Andrew still was concerned about the student.  Andrew said,  

But I thought to myself, I have to do more.  Like I really said that, you know?  What 

more can I do? But I didn’t think that it had affected me that much cause I know in the 

perspective of—I get really connected with the students…but in this particular one, I did 

take it home.  And I was bothered by it and I couldn’t sleep.  And I did explain it to my 

wife.  You know this thing really affected me.  

Andrew, similar to Holly, when faced with a situation where he became emotionally connected 

with the student’s problem, acted to solve the problem for the student.  He engaged in what he 

had determined was the right course of action, which was to send the student to the counselor.  In 

Andrew’s estimation, if the student sees the counselor, then the pain for the student will be 

relieved, which represents his desired outcome for the student.  However, for Andrew, without 

knowing whether or not the student referral was successful, began to focus inwardly for the 
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answer, taking on the responsibility for solving the student’s problem.  Andrew faced an 

uncertainty that neither met his predicable or desired outcome.  Consequently, Andrew engaged 

in self-doubting behaviors of questioning his competency and in his ability to address the 

student’s needs.  His challenges to his notions of self due to his inability to alleviate the student’s 

pain is indicative of someone who maintains an internal locus of control.  When faced with this 

conflict of self, Andrew began to indicate a preoccupation with the desire to resolve the issue for 

the student which permeated almost every aspect of his personal and professional life.  Andrew 

noted that he was not able to sleep when he got home because he was consumed with thoughts 

about the student’s unrelieved pain and his inability to reach a desired and predictable outcome, 

where the pain would have been relieved.  The preoccupation with finding a solution combined 

with the reported sleep disruptions is the symptoms that indicate a manifestation of compassion 

fatigue that resulted from the unrealized solutions created by Andrew.  

For participants who were internals, inability to reach their desired outcome created a 

disparity what they thought they could control and the reality of what they were unable to control. 

When the desired and predicted outcomes could be achieved, they began to obsess about the 

desired outcomes with generous doses of self-doubt, critical assessment of self, questioning their 

actions.  The resulting behaviors of sleep disruption and preoccupation are similar to those who 

have experienced compassion fatigue, agreeing with the assertion in the literature  (Benoit, 

Veach, & LeRoy, 2007; Hoffman, Palladino & Barnett, 2007) that maintains that those with an 

internal locus of control are more likely to experience compassion fatigue, based on their world 

view. 

In addition to finding that participants labeled as internals had a greater risk to developing 

compassion fatigue, in this study I found that those labeled externals rarely showed empathy or 
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valued the connection in ways where they needed to take personal responsibility should they not 

reach a desirable outcome.  In defining those with characteristics similar to those who have an 

external locus of control for this study, this individuals generally will assume that events occur 

external of themselves, are the result of luck, fate or chance and under the control of a powerful 

other (Janoff-Bulamn, 1979; Lefcourt, 1982; Rotter, 1990; Tarver, Canada & Lim, 1999).  This 

is because for this group of people (abbreviated as externals from a prior chapter), 

responsibilities for outcomes and events lie outside of themselves and are unpredictable (Rotter, 

1954, 1990).  From the view of the participants labeled as externals, determining causality for a 

problem was not as important, because they accepted causality to be outside of their control.  

When solving problems however, there appeared to be a need to acknowledge some superior 

power, or re-affirm their own position in the power structure that they perceive to have control 

over their fate. 

One of the ways that externals in this study viewed their relationships as outside of 

themselves was through the use of arbitrary boundaries that are then applied to their relationships 

such as the end of a semester, graduation, or to the classroom.  The relationships are reliant on a 

purpose for their existence and outside of this purpose are not pursued.  This makes the 

relationship for externals appear as though it is a transaction.   An example of the purposeful and 

transactional way in which an external would approach a relationship can be found in the 

experience of Maggie.  Maggie, who was a Student Affairs professional with five years of 

experience described her relationship with a student.  Maggie stated: 

I had a great connection with him, but as soon as he graduated, I’m like, you need to 

move on.  Go and find another mentor.  And he kind of freaked out, you know?  We 

don’t have the same relationship anymore.  The relationship that he had with me was to 
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help him through his college or undergrad experience.  And he wants to go to graduate 

school.  But graduate school is not really the same ever, either.  Then you move on.  It’s 

not the same once you leave college.  The relationship depends—And I’ll still keep in 

touch because the relationship is important to me, but not in the same way that they were, 

you know?  On a daily basis or weekly, whatever, you know, as it was through out my 

experience when they were in college.  So that one [relationship] just climbs until it hits 

graduation and it just drops.  Because I feel like I’ve done, at least my role.  I’ve done my 

part.  I’ve done the best that I could and now it’s time for them to move on. 

Maggie creates an arbitrary end point for the relationship, even though the student appears to 

wish the relationship to continue.  However, Maggie insists that the relationship must change 

because the student has graduated.  Consistent with the definition of an external locus of control, 

the end of the relationship was fated, and defined by outside forces.  Maggie also insists that she 

has done her part in the relationship, doing all that she was supposed to do.  In the case of 

Maggie, there is no evidence that compassion fatigue manifested nor has the possibility to 

manifest, because the empathy that is demonstrated is not well developed.  The emotional 

distancing demonstrated by Maggie as the student protests the end of the relationship highlights 

the low empathic regard as well as the transactional approach that is typical of externals.  Maggie 

in effect washes her hands of the student because in her opinion, the relationship has reached it 

logical and predetermined end.  In contrast to the participants who are internals, Maggie does not 

concern herself nor accept responsibility on behalf of the student for any future outcome or 

future relationship.  For Maggie, she has been successful because the student graduated, which 

was the best possible outcome.  However, there was no evidence that the relationship for the 

student, outside of these boundaries, were of particular concern for Maggie.  The relationship for 
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externals, can be seen as a function or a task that must be fulfilled as part of their job 

responsibilities.  Caring about the student is limited to the purposeful transaction of their 

responsibilities.  This can be done with limited emotional investment on the part of the individual. 

 By limiting the relationship to the transaction, externals are not as likely to expose 

themselves to the empathetic over-involvement of the relationship as experienced by the 

internals.  The emotional distancing and the view that relationships and situations lie outside of 

the individuals reduce the likelihood that compassion fatigue will develop within the participants 

who are labeled as externals.  The transitory nature of the relationship is based in part on the 

acknowledgment of the existing power structure that may exist.  Use of this power structure then 

can be applied to a relationship in an effort to reach the desired outcome rather than accepting 

the responsibility for reaching the outcome.  For example, Stella describes her interaction with a 

student who applied for a program over which she has administrative duties.  Stella, when faced 

with a student who had asked her for some special consideration described her experience. 

And so he, the student submitted the application.  And it was sort of later in the year so 

that there had been other applications there in front of him that had been accepted into the 

program.  And the director had asked me to review the application of a student that had 

come in and really needed some help and wanted me to in essence make the decision if 

we should accept the student into the program.  So took the time to meet with the student 

and he was very passionate.  He wanted to be in the program very badly.  Which you 

know sometimes with freshman it’s hard to see that passion that’s relevant to anything in 

school.  So like to me, when he would get, you know, really passionate about getting into 

the program, that was really different.  We interviewed him and I kinda decided that I 

should put my—just kind of just letting him in because his transcript grades weren’t all 
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that great.  But that was overridden by the passion that this student had showed.  So we 

decided to let him in.  And I met with the student once we’d accepted him and I told him 

we had already had turned down several students, but that I was making a special 

exception to let him in the program just because he had um, showed a lot of interest in the 

program.  So I let him in and I told him that I don’t usually do this with all of the students 

and that because I had taken extraordinary measures to get him in, that I expected him to 

do extraordinarily well while he was a student in the program…the student did well the 

first semester.  Was on probation the second semester.  But he has sent me e-mails, has 

come by to see me and you know thanking me for the opportunity I gave him.  He wanted 

to come tell me he is off probation now and that he was very thankful that I allowed him 

to be in the program and that he knew—he remembered what I had told him that I didn’t 

give everybody the opportunity.  And he was very grateful for that. 

In this example, Stella demonstrates characteristics similar to those who have external locus 

of control. First, the student had to come to Stella or the problem had to be brought to Stella’s 

attention so that Stella could address the problem. However, for Stella, addressing the 

problem was connected to her position of authority and the job description associated with 

that position of authority. While Stella extended a consideration to the student, she was only 

invested in a transactional aspect of the relationship where the student was expected to 

perform well. This meant that beyond this transactional relationship, Stella was not 

emotionally invested to build a relationship with the student. Stella had done her part and 

now it was the student’s part to legitimize Stella’s decision made from her position of 

authority by performing well. 
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 Stella appreciated the student visiting with her and keeping her updated about his 

progress and when he finally was out of probation and started performing well, Stella’s 

transactional relationship was complete with the student. This lack of emotional investment, in 

addition to placing the responsibility on the student to meet his end of the deal for their 

transactional relationship, Stella did not internalize the student’s failure as her own or as a 

mistake to have admitted the student into the program. 

 Therefore, when the transaction was successfully completed, Stella was further reinforced 

in her decision, her position of authority, and in the value of engaging in a transactional 

relationship with students. Due to these boundaries that Stella established where she placed 

responsibility on the student, remained unattached emotionally, and did not allow the student’s 

issues to follow her home, she did not become consumed by the student’s rocky academic 

performance, thereby not experiencing compassion fatigue. 

Thus, it seems that how participants viewed themselves in relation to the students and 

their ability/desire to resolve issues, affected the development and negotiation of compassion 

fatigue.  If there were repeated incidents where the participants took personal responsibility and 

connected empathetically with the student, and were still unable to resolve the problem for the 

student, then the participants developed compassion fatigue.  On the other hand, if the 

participants situated their relationship as a transaction between the student and themselves and 

attributed responsibility to someone other than themselves when they were unable to resolve an 

issue or unable to develop a successful relationship with students, they did not report of having 

developed compassion fatigue. These contrasting findings support the existing literature (Rotter, 

1990) and contribute to the field by highlighting the ways in which locus of control, as a central 

concept, impacts the ways in which Student Affairs professionals connect and define their 
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relationships with others.  It also gives some indication to the complex ways that the participants 

form and judge their relationships with others. 

Finally, this study shows the interplay between internal locus of control and the 

development of compassion fatigue, and the distance that exists between compassion fatigue and 

an external locus of control.  The characteristics of the participants labeled as internals include 

desire for a predictable outcome, achievable through emphatic connections and close 

relationships with students, leading to desired and expected outcomes.  The personal investment 

that the internals place in the relationship appears to raise the stakes for the internal and increases 

their opportunity to experience compassion fatigue. In contrast, the characteristics of the 

participants labeled as externals include an expectation of reinforcement through maintaining an 

emotional distance while resolving students’ issues.  Without having a direct and empathetic 

connection to the student problem, the opportunity for the development of compassion fatigue is 

greatly reduced. 

Student Affairs Professionals and Compassion Fatigue 

Student Affairs professionals as a whole, provide a broad base of services designed to 

engage and support students while they at college (Boyer, 1987).  As the name of their 

profession would insinuate, the various jobs held by Student Affairs professionals put them in 

positions where they would have a great amount of contact with a diverse student body (Tinto, 

1975).   Student Affairs professionals, often times selected for their compassion and empathy 

towards students, serve in a variety of functions and work units and also report a high level of 

satisfaction with their work (Lorden, 1998; Boehman, 2007).  However, even though there is a 

high degree of satisfaction among those who work within the field, Student Affairs has among 

the highest rates of attrition from within the enterprise (Lorden, 1998).  Current studies in the 
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literature designed to determine why Student Affair professionals leave the profession, focus on 

many different reasons for professionals leaving the field (Lorden, 1998; Rosser & Javinar, 

2003; Tull, 2006; Boehman, 2007).  However, there are few studies that include compassion 

fatigue as an issue that is routinely faced by professionals and may contribute to people leaving 

the Student Affairs positions. 

Compassion fatigue has been explored at length in the literature by focusing on 

individuals who serve as counselors, nurses and social workers (Figley, 1995; Valent, 1995; 

Stamm, 1999; Figley, 2002; Gentry, Barronowsky and Dunning, 2002).  How individuals who 

have exposure to suffering may equally suffer is well documented.  Given the responsibilities of 

those who work in Student Affairs (Boyer, 1987; Dungy, 2003), some similarities can be drawn. 

Recently, compassion fatigue has begun to be a topic that is being addressed among Student 

Affairs associations, being addressed in publications and online training modules (paperclip.com, 

2014).  In addition, several individuals have begun circulating questionnaires and asking 

questions about awareness of the topic.  This study contributes to the existing literature within 

the field of Student Affairs professionals by discussing the ways in which certain professionals 

experience and negotiate their compassion fatigue in everyday situations. 

Recall that Willard is a senior level executive within Student Affairs with over fifteen 

years of experience.  During the course of adjudicating a case involving a student with whom he 

was familiar, Willard began to recount all of the ways the he knew the student.  Willard said, 

And so he had to come in front of the two of us, who he knew as ah as advocates for 

minority students and student programmers and all that other kind of stuff.  And as we 

were trying to follow the procedures for discipline, this young man then began to share 

his entire personal history. …And the other person and I began to cry.  And part of it was 
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a sense of tremendous empathy…because we knew this kid personally, but we didn’t 

know this part of his story. …And it was kind of that, um,  (pause, eyes started to well 

up) that moment when you realize that you have to carry out your discipline, like you 

would for any other student but then being overwhelmed with empathy in the case.  

As Willard began to describe the experience with this student, he began to describe all of the 

different ways that he knew the young man: As a student who has had past problems, as an 

advocate, as a violator of policy, and in some respects a victim.  Knowing the student on so 

many levels coincided with the type of position that Willard maintained as a Student Affairs 

professional at his institution.  Willard had already formed an emotional connection with the 

student prior to the meeting where he was tasked with imposing disciplinary action against the 

student.  However, as the situation moved forward, new information surfaced, deepening the 

emotional connection and empathetic regard for the student.  Wanting to help the student, while 

dealing with the feelings that he needed to remove the student from college, made Willard feel 

helpless to help the student in his current role as enforcer of the rules.  By knowing the student in 

multiple roles, Willard, labeled as an internal, sought to connect empathically with the student.  

Through each interaction and role, Willard could find new ways and within different contexts to 

connect.  For example, Willard could connect with the student as an advocate, an enforcer of 

rules, through her role as a diversity educator. This is different to the more traditional therapeutic 

role where a therapist only knows of the student in one context.  Through each context then, 

there could be different schemas and different emotions associated with each of those ways of 

knowing the student.  The multiplicity of roles that allow the Student Affairs professional to 

connect to students increases the opportunity for them to experience compassion fatigue because 

there now are multiple ways and multiple contexts where Willard can of emotionally connect to 
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the student. These multiple forms of connection, leads to multiple ways in which one can obsess 

over outcomes, performance in different roles, and question themselves in those roles, leading to 

development of compassion fatigue. 

 Knowing students through multiple contexts given the type of job that the Student Affairs 

professionals hold is just one of the ways in which the participants connected with their students.  

McCann and Pearlman (1990) note the importance of social and cultural context on development 

as well as having influence on how people understand one another.  Donna, who is an executive 

member of a Student Affairs department, provided a different perspective of knowing students in 

multiple contexts.  Donna recounted that the student was having troubles in the home with his 

siblings being on drugs and other social problems.  The student was eventually kicked out of his 

house and the problems at home were beginning to cause the student to fail his classes.  Donna in 

explaining how the experience affected her said: 

This is very, very – this is like one of the worse situations I’ve ever faced it’s more than 

just the international student that I’m dealing with but this one was like wow, way heavy 

duty -- way, way too heavy for me and it weighs on me.  It weighs on me because I don’t 

know how to help him so again, going back to my initial – my initial reaction is let me 

take you in, bring you in.  He told me he’s living in his car.   My initial reaction is take 

him into my home, we will give him a house to live and I’m thinking I can’t do that for 

him or I mean where do you stop.  I mean there’s just so many.  So thankfully, he was the 

last time I followed up I sent him to a different area to kinda ask people you know that 

there’s homes or things I can help him with that.  He has attached himself to some church 

he’s going to and the pastor took him in and so now he’s very involved with this group.  
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As Donna began to describe her contact with the student, she begins by understanding the family 

unit and the struggles that they have.  The family of the student is understood by Donna to be in 

complete dysfunction and turning against the student.  In addition to understanding the family 

dynamics, Donna believed in the student and wanted him to do well in school because of the 

opportunity it can afford the student.  Donna’s reaction is similar to others who faced students 

with a need for emotional support in that she refers him to counseling, referring the student to a 

professional counselor.  However, this does not eliminate the concerns that she has for the 

student, instead continuing to accept the responsibility of helping the student to solve his 

problems.  Because of the different contexts through which Donna has come to know the student, 

she finds herself connected in multiple ways to the student’s problems.  Because Donna acts as a 

participant who was labeled to be internal, the importance of the relationship can compound her 

feelings of responsibility to create an expected and desired outcome for the student, despite the 

fact that several of the elements in the student’s life are clearly outside of her control.  Donna 

cannot control the poverty, the drug abuse or the reaction of the student’s family to his education.  

However, on behalf of the student, Donna accepts responsibility to help the student overcome his 

obstacles.  Compassion fatigue for Donna is experienced as a burden, weighing on her and 

making her wanting to protect the student in a reality where some of the solutions are outside of 

Donna’s ability to control.  Taking the student home to protect him is the only way that Donna 

could foresee being able to provide the desirable outcomes.  Without the ability to influence the 

other parts of his life, the acceptance of the responsibility for the student’s problems results in 

the feelings of compassion fatigue, as the problems remain unsolved despite Donna’s efforts. 

The emotional connection for Donna was not simply limited to the knowledge that the 

student had a dysfunctional family and was struggling in school.  Donna struggled to find the 
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answers that would allow her to feel that she was not only helping the student, but also protecting 

him.  Knowing the student in both the contexts as a student combined with the socially 

constructed realities of living in a high poverty area compounded the problem.  The compassion 

fatigue for Donna in this case was multifaceted and complex and potentially disrupting the 

balanced state of multiple schemas simultaneously.  The resolution for Donna appeared to arise 

complete when the student found a group that could function as his support system. 

By identifying the ways in which Student Affairs professionals experience their 

compassion fatigue through multiple ways of knowing students is unique to the discussion of 

compassion fatigue.  In majority of the studies, the subjects have a job where the exposures to 

those who have experienced trauma are limited to the therapeutic session.  Student Affairs 

professionals however get to know the students in many ways due to the nature of their work.  

Also, taking into consideration the social context of the location of the post-secondary institution, 

the opportunity for emotional connections on multiple levels can compound the issues for the 

Student Affairs professionals.  This understanding then expands the discussion, focusing on the 

potential cumulative effects of compassion fatigue as well as bringing focus to the unique 

elements within this class of jobs in higher education.  

Burnout versus Compassion Fatigue 

The observable behaviors and cognitive processes that collectively describe burnout and 

compassion fatigue display similar traits when they manifest in individuals (Figley, 1995; Adams, 

Boscarino & Figley, 2006).  Both conditions may include sleep disturbance, irritability, 

powerlessness, emotional exhaustion, problems in work relationships and overall performance on 

the job (Valent, 1995; Figley, 2002; Adams, Boscarino & Figley, 2006).  However there are 
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suggestions that the ways in which both manifest are described as different and distinct.  For 

example, burnout is defined as: 

A syndrome of exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment that 

comes from doing “people work” of some kind.  It is a response to the chronic emotional 

strain of dealing extensively with other human beings, particularly when they are 

troubled or having problems…people feel drained and used up (Maslach, 2003, pp. 2-3).  

Burnout is a process that develops over time and is the result of long term exposure to job strains 

(Figley, 1995).  Maslach (2003) refers to the repetitive nature of work where individuals were 

exposed to emotional strain “Hour after hour, day after day, after day” (p. 8).  Burnout therefore 

is cumulative and manifests after a prolonged period of time. 

In contrast, compassion fatigue is explained as, “the natural consequent behaviors and 

emotions result from knowing about a traumatizing event experienced by a significant other—the 

stress result from helping or wanting to help a traumatized or suffering person (Figley, 1995, p. 

7).  Figley (1995) also adds that: 

In contrast to burnout, which emerges gradually and is the result of emotional exhaustion, 

[compassion fatigue] can emerge suddenly with little warning.  In addition to a more 

rapid onset of symptoms, with [compassion fatigue], in contrast to burnout, there is a 

sense of helplessness and confusion, and a sense of isolation from supporters; the 

symptoms are often disconnected from real causes, and yet there is a faster recovery rate. 

(p. 12) 

Because there are differences in how burnout and compassion fatigue manifest, Adams, 

Boscarino and Figley (2006) also maintain that the two concepts can be comorbid, finding that 

“regression models support the notion that job burnout and [compassion fatigue] were separate 
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contributors to psychological distress” (p. 106).  The finding that the two concepts are not 

mutually exclusive can support the notion that both are unique in their formation and 

symptomology.  

Building on the separation of the two concepts, this study not only supports the current 

literature, but it also extends the discussion by including locus of control as an important element 

to be considered in the development of compassion fatigue and burnout.  For example, revisiting 

the story of Holly, she brought forward the story of the young woman who had experienced a 

rape.  Recall the earlier story with Holly and her self-questioning when the student did not follow 

through on going to the counselor as they had agreed upon.  Holly experienced tremendous 

anxiety and a disruption in her sleep as well as exhibiting a preoccupation with the problem.  

Resolution came for Holly when the student eventually got to the counselor.  

As was previously established, Holly appeared to demonstrate characteristics consistent 

with someone with an internal locus of control based on her willingness to accept responsibility 

for solving the students’ problems.  The inability for Holly to successfully determine that the 

student had sought the assistance of a counselor influenced the feelings that could be interpreted 

as compassion fatigue.  The feelings described by Holly were rapid in their onset, appearing 

almost immediately, which is consistent with the literature. 

 However, when Holly was asked if the good feelings that she had once the student went 

to visit the counselor would stay with her after the incident had been resolved, Holly said: 

I think it [good feelings] stay with me until the next thing comes up.  It stays in the fore, 

and that’s good, until you realize you have to write somebody up or you have to deal with 

another problem, and then it eventually slips to the side.  I think that we deal with all 

other impending stuff that is sitting on the desk or come up through e-mail.  Or that come 
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up with, ya, you have to deal with an employee not in the office and wondering where he 

is and then it just goes away. 

Holly noted that she was only able to hold on to the good feelings about her successful 

intervention until she felt that something that was more urgent or a new problem arose.  Holly’s 

inability to maintain the good feelings contributes to her feelings of being overwhelmed with her 

responsibilities.  This seems to support the literature in recognizing that compassion fatigue and 

burnout are separate and distinct.  While in the first example, the quick onset of compassion 

fatigue could be seen with the concern for the student, the second example illustrates the 

cumulative results of working with a volume of emotional and job related stressors. Maintaining 

an internal locus of control, extending her empathic caring and accumulation of job related 

stressors are examples of how the two constructs could interact and also remain separate.  

There were some differences when examining the level of empathy and the lack of an 

emotional connection to students among those who were labeled as externals.   Recall, those 

participants who were labeled external did not show signs of compassion fatigue.  This was due 

to the low levels of empathy that were described by the participants.  Figley (1995) states that, 

“If we are not empathic or exposed to the traumatized, there should be little concern for 

compassion fatigue” (p. 15).  This study confirms the literature and furthers the discussion by 

examining the construct of compassion as influenced by locus of control.  Recall that Stella felt 

connected to a student when he stood up in class and told her that he thought that the class was a 

waste of his time.  Stella then invested in the student in an attempt to change his mind.  For Stella, 

the intervention was successful because he stayed in class for the balance of the semester, 

something that Stella found unusual.  It was typical for Stella to see students who thought the 

class was a waste of time not to return to her class.  However, when asked if the experience 
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changes the way that she now viewed students who voiced their opinions in class, Stella said, “I 

don’t think so. No. I don’t think that affected the way I saw other students. I just gave him the 

attention that I was giving the other students that continued coming to the class.”  For Stella, the 

student staying in class was the objective of the interaction.  

 As Stella described her experiencing the feeling connected to the student, she became 

connected to the student because he took initiative to have stood up to her.  She admired this 

quality about him and began a campaign to try to change his perspective.  Her desire to change 

the student’s mind about the class was more attuned to her position as a professor and knowing 

what is best for the student, which is similar to those who have an external locus of control.  

Stella also appeared to have accepted that some students would not come to class if they did not 

like the content, ceding that fact as inevitability due to circumstances outside of her control.  

Therefore the relationship did not include empathy that would have provided an opportunity for 

compassion fatigue to develop and instead focused on the outcome of his continuing to come to 

class. This was confirmed as the follow-up question was asked about whether or not her view of 

others students was affected.  Compassion fatigue results in the adjustment of the schema or a 

change in the way that individuals view their world as the result of an empathetic relationship 

(Figley 1995).  The lack of any indication that Stella changed the way that she viewed the 

student’s problem or that she had experienced the disruption caused by disequilibrium, appeared 

to indicate that she did not experience compassion fatigue.  Not having a shift in the way that she 

saw the world strongly implied that the emotional connection that she felt did not result in 

compassion fatigue.  The opportunity for Stella as an external to experience compassion fatigue 

was greatly diminished because she did not engage in an empathetic relationship that is required 

for compassion fatigue to exist. 
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 With the internal versus the external focus, the lack of an emotional engagement 

component makes it appear as though externals are not as likely to be at risk of developing 

compassion fatigue, confirming the position of the literature.  However it may be possible for an 

individual with an external locus of control to experience burnout.  This is because burnout is a 

process that is cumulative and builds up over time (Maslach, 2003).  The process of burnout then 

is not limited by the empathic relationship similar to compassion fatigue.  Therefore it may be 

possible that issues such as limited growth, isolation and frustration could be experienced by an 

external outside of the empathic relationship. However, with the emotional engagement as a 

component of those with an internal locus of control, the risk of developing compassion fatigue 

is increased, because it meets the minimum requirement for compassion fatigue to manifest.  

However, it may also be possible that an individual with an internal locus of control could 

experience burnout based on the potential of a cumulative effect of multiple compassion fatigue 

events, as well as the other social factors included in the development of burnout.  This study can 

add the discussion in the literature about the differences between compassion fatigue and burnout 

by providing further evidence that the two constructs are dissimilar in their manifestation.  The 

primary differences are that compassion fatigue requires that an empathic relationship exists, 

while burnout does not require that any relationship exist at all.  Rather the individual as the 

cumulative effect of the work can perceive burnout.  Because this study focused on locus of 

control as a litmus test for whether or not compassion fatigue can manifest, and that burnout can 

exist without a relationship, it confirms that there is potential for co-morbidity of the two 

constructs.  
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Conclusions 

In this study I wanted to gain a deeper understanding of how Student Affairs 

professionals in higher education in South Texas experience and negotiate their compassion 

fatigue in their everyday responsibilities.  During the course of this study, the experiences of 

thirteen participants were explored. 

As the experiences of the thirteen participants were analyzed, it was a realization that 

compassion fatigue does not appear to be an equal opportunity phenomenon.  There was not a 

consistency among the professionals on how they viewed relationships, their interactions with 

students, or how they viewed their purpose in dealing with students.  Rather there appeared to be 

two separate and distinct ways in which the Student Affairs professionals described their 

interactions with students.  This dichotomy was related to the participants appearing to maintain 

either an internal or external locus of control. 

Those participants who demonstrated characteristics similar to those with an internal 

locus of control focused on the relationship, building the emotional bonds between themselves 

and their student.  The purpose of their relationship was to help the student solve their problems, 

which resulted in the reinforcement of their self, building their confidence and improving their 

overall self-esteem.  When a relationship could not form, they felt that they were a failure or that 

they were not needed.  In each case, the internal would seek to find new ways and new 

relationships in order to continually reinforce their sense of self.   

For the externals, the focus on their relationships was best described on outcome oriented.  

The relationships that were described were not based in emotional connection as much as it was 

described as a function of the work, bounded by the responsibilities of their position.  The 

reinforcement for these participants was driven through the eyes of others, while maintaining a 
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sense of position and authority.  If a relationship and a connection were formed, it was 

purposeful with a specific outcome in mind, such as achieving a grade or graduation.  The 

empathic connection between the external and the student was not as important as a 

reinforcement mechanism for them. 

The empathetic relationships that were entered into by the Student Affairs professional 

are what can open the door for compassion fatigue to manifest.  Those experiences appeared to 

be limited to the internals as they actively sought to be engaged empathetically.  However, it 

should not be misconstrued that an empathetic person will automatically develop compassion 

fatigue.  Rather, the opportunity for the development of compassion fatigue was found only to 

have existed among those who had an empathetic outlook to building and maintaining 

relationships.   

For those participants that did describe moments where compassion fatigue manifested, 

there was no clear or singular causality.  Understanding the development of an individual’s 

worldview to be constructed by the totality of their experiences, each expression of compassion 

fatigue was unique to the individual.  In some cases, it was a lack of experience and the 

uncertainty that it created.  For others, compassion fatigue resulted from the accumulation of 

experiences, such as knowing the student through multiple roles that sensitized them to the 

student’s issue.  For others, their compassion fatigue was driven by the social context in which 

they knew the students.  However, length of time in the field or job description appeared to play 

very little role in how, or who, compassion fatigue affected. 

While the ways in which compassion fatigue manifested was unique, there were some 

similarities in the expression of compassion fatigue, although each was individualized as an 

expression of their constructed reality.  Most of the descriptions of compassion fatigue included 



 
 

261 

an almost obsessive pursuit of solving the student’s problem.  Having knowledge that the 

problem was not resolved for the student and that the student may still be experiencing pain 

influenced the ways in which the participants would act.  Some participants with an internal 

locus of control described extreme worry and anxiety.  Other internals reported that they felt 

helpless and wanting to do something active to resolve the issue.  In each case however, for the 

internals, the level of engagement with the student issue was constant and ever present. 

Another consistency among those experiencing compassion fatigue was through negative 

self-talk.  Understanding that the participants in the study who described experiences similar to 

those who have experienced compassion fatigue were internals, reinforcement comes through 

successful relationships and helping others.  When this did not appear to the Student Affairs 

professional to be occurring, the internals would become highly critical of the self.  Because 

internals believe that outcomes are associated with their own actions, the student still feeling 

pain was equally considered to be inadequacies on their part.  This would compound the issue for 

the participant until a resolution could be reached. 

Also consistent among the participants that described experiencing symptoms that were 

characteristic of compassion fatigue was disruption in their lives.  This disruption was most 

commonly described as impacting sleep or maintaining focus.  The participants would note that 

during the disruption, that they were not able to sleep with the thoughts of the unresolved student 

problem ever present in their minds.  Playing the scenario over and over again, along with 

negative self-talk, did not permit them to relax or concentrate on what they were to do.  In one 

case, the participant also mentioned getting several speeding tickets as his attention drifted back 

to focusing on the unresolved problem.  The disruptions affected the emotional well being of the 

participants as they went through their expression of compassion fatigue. 
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During the experience of compassion fatigue, the participant’s described a broad array of 

techniques and self-soothing, again, each individualized to the constructed realities of each 

participant.  Self-talk, while also being highly critical of the self was also used to soothe the 

participant so that they could begin to think of ways to mitigate their own pain.  Some 

participants would use a framework to hang the experience on so that they could examine it from 

every side.  Others simply plowed ahead to find a solution, constantly postulating, testing and 

looking for results.   

One of the most utilized resources for coping that was expressed by the participants was 

the use of a significant other for support.  This could either be a family member, spouse or 

colleague depending on which was most readily available to the participant.  In one instance, the 

participant reached out to a colleague, but when they seemed disinterested, reached out for 

spouse.  The apparent necessity to find a positive support network where the participant could 

talk about their issue seemed to mitigate both the negative self-talk and the pain that was being 

felt on the part of the student. 

Consistent among the experiences of compassion fatigue expressed by the participants 

was that the experience of compassion fatigue would end as soon as the participant was satisfied 

that the problem had been resolved for the student.  Whether it was the delivery of a student to a 

counselor or the student self-admitting that they were no longer experiencing the pain, the worry, 

negative self-talk and obsession with the outcome would cease almost immediately.  The 

connection to the student was on the level of the unresolved problem and the pain it caused the 

student, rather than the direct relationship to the emotions of the student. 

After the participant felt that the experience of compassion fatigue had concluded, each 

participant performed a self-assessment.  This assessment would consist of reviewing what had 
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occurred, what they did to attempt to solve it, as well as what they might do in the future to avoid 

similar incidents where they could not control the outcome for the student.  This building of 

capacity reinvigorated the participants, giving them the confidence to once again engage 

empathetically with students.  This would occur despite the risks of potentially engaging the 

student on the level where another compassion fatigue experience could manifest. 

Implications 

The focus of these implications is intended on creating additional dialogue between and 

among those who are in any form or manner involved with the delivery of services to students at 

post-secondary institutions, particularly among those engaged as Student Affairs professionals. 

The critical dialogue is a forum in which the potential exposure to compassion fatigue can be 

addressed and the status quo accepting attrition as routine can be challenged and an opportunity 

to create supportive work environments can be explored.  As such, these implications are 

presented in terms of various stakeholders connected to the delivery of services to students in 

post-secondary education: human resources, counselors in the areas of personal, financial aid, 

and admissions, Student Affairs employees, and post-secondary educators. 

Human resource departments in most businesses are a primary source for employees to 

access job appropriate training as well as support services when they are having difficulties in 

the workplace.  Most human resource departments will provide employee support services, such 

as Employee Assistance Programs (EAP) that are actively marketed to employees as a resource.  

This study can actively begin the discussion to include compassion fatigue as a component of 

employee self care and support.  This study can also be used to provide training to incoming 

professionals as well as provide ongoing support to supervisors by helping them understand and 

potentially mitigate compassion fatigue among those they supervise. 
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In addition to assistance that is provided institutionally, employees that could benefit 

from this study could also include counselors.  This not only includes personal counselors, who 

are exposed to human suffering as a matter of their job description, but also extends to those who 

are financial aid and admissions counselors.  As this study had indicated, potential exposure to 

students confronting major life issues can come forward at any time and without respect to title.  

Financial aid counselors can, during the course of constructing a financial aid package for the 

student, find themselves confronted with a student who presents a major family issue.  

Admission counselors as they seek to determine if the institution is a fit for the student can be 

confronted with a student with complex personal problems.  In each of these job descriptions, the 

institution benefits by having the counselor dig beyond the surface to examine the motivations 

and inner thoughts of the student in efforts to make “holistic” decisions about the student.  By 

starting a dialog among these professionals, they can be better prepared to address issues of 

compassion fatigue and ensure that appropriate support mechanisms are in place. 

  Since this study was geared to understanding compassion fatigue as it related to Student 

Affairs professionals, this group would benefit by using this study to extend the conversation 

about the effects of compassion fatigue.  Because of the high attrition rate among this class of 

employee, efforts should be made to understand and mitigate the impacts of this phenomenon.  

As many Student Affairs professionals are hired into the profession without formal training, it 

would be important that compassion fatigue be a part of intake or ongoing training for employees.  

In addition, Student Affairs executives should ensure that they provide adequate support for 

professionals, as the support of peers was important to some of the participants as they described 

their experiences.  It would be hoped that by mitigating the negative personal costs of caring that 

Student Affairs departments could reduce attrition and maintain a positive working environment. 
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Another group that could benefit in post-secondary education is the educators.  

Instructors, regardless of pedigree, find themselves routinely investing in students beyond the 

scope of their classroom.  As they seek to understand their student’s motivation and stressors, 

some educators could find themselves suffering from compassion fatigue.  Because of some of 

the ways in which some faculty may be organized within the institution, some may find that they 

feel isolated from support mechanisms or potentially distancing themselves from students or the 

academy.  By starting the conversation and understanding the impacts of compassion fatigue, 

faculty can better understand not only how compassion fatigue may manifest, but also be given 

the tools and support necessary to mitigate potential cumulative effects of long term, 

unaddressed incidences of compassion fatigue. 

Contributions to the Field 

During the course of my study, several of the participants described their experiences 

with compassions fatigue, which included building their capacity to discover new solutions in an 

effort to reduce or mitigate their compassion fatigue experience.  Each of the participants that 

described their journey included a time in which they would reflect upon their existing solutions 

and consider how they could improve.  However, because the experience of compassion fatigue 

is unique to the individual, the solutions they would develop were equally unique to their 

situations and their lives.  There was however some general approaches described that may assist 

individuals in mitigating the effects of compassion fatigue.  

As a basis for the discussion, the participants in the study who described symptoms 

similar to those who have experienced compassion fatigue appeared to display characteristics 

that were interpreted to result from an internal locus of control.  This would mean that these 

individuals could hold the belief that outcomes were influenced directly by their actions.  In 
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connecting the dots between locus of control and compassion fatigue, individuals with an 

internal locus of control who felt the pain affiliated with a compassion fatigue-like experience, 

felt that they had to do something to mitigate the effects of compassion fatigue.  This section will 

examine building capacity from both the lived experiences of the participants in the study, as 

well as the relevant literature, as possible tools available for Student Affairs practitioners to 

successfully negotiate the impacts of compassion fatigue. 

There is some good news and some bad news as it relates to the strategies used to build 

capacity described by the participants, as well as throughout the available literature.  Some 

capacity building strategies that were described by the participants and in the literature act to 

mitigate the effects and lessen the impact of the compassion fatigue experience.  In contrast, 

there are also strategies that were used that seemed to increase the anxiety of the individual and 

could work to exacerbate the problem.  Examples will be presented that will provide some 

insight to Student Affairs practitioners and may allow individuals to develop a response to a 

compassion fatigue experience and successfully mitigate the anxiety and self-doubt that often 

accompany the experience. 

For some of the participants, as they began to recognize the disruptions that could be 

associated with a compassion fatigue experience, they began to engage in self-questioning and 

self-doubt.  This typically would result in ‘what if’ types of questions that would lead to a 

reduced sense of self-confidence and self esteem.  In addition, it appeared that by engaging in the 

overly critical review of the self, the compassion fatigue experience would actually intensify, 

resulting in further life disruptions, including a loss of sleep and a pre-occupation with the 

situation(s).  In effect, the attempts to find solutions actually magnified the issue for the 

participant. 
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The literature also suggests similar capacity building strategies that when employed, can 

work to extend or act as an attempt to suppress the disruptions caused by the compassion fatigue 

experience.  These less successful capacity building strategies, described by Pearlman and Mac 

Ian (1995) as “negative coping skills” (p. 559), are those strategies that when viewed in a cost-

benefit analysis to the individual, have the net affect of, whether emotionally or physically, either 

being potentially harmful to the individual or working to increase the intensity of the imagery 

associated with the vicarious traumatization (McCann & Pearlman, 1990).  Such negative 

strategies could include chronic substance abuse, alienation from intimate friends and sexual 

partners and self isolation (Pearlman & Saakvitne, 1995).  Capacity building that can have a 

negative effect not only acts to mask the existing pain associated with the compassion fatigue 

experience, it may also contribute to additional secondary issues which then must also be 

addressed in tandem with the existing compassion fatigue.  Negative strategies may not mitigate 

the compassion fatigue experience.  To the contrary, they can contribute to a multiplying effect 

for the sufferer. 

In contrast to the negative capacity building strategies that are described above, several 

participants described tactics that appeared to mitigate the compassion fatigue experience.  One 

in particular, finding a confidant with whom to share their pain, was employed by several of the 

participants and appeared to work towards lessening the negative impact on the self that was 

common to the participants.  The confidants included spouses, supervisors, or trusted friends and 

varied by the individual.  In each case, the confidant appeared to be someone that the participant 

felt was trustworthy and able to understand the level of disruption they were experiencing.  The 

participant’s description of their interactions with others appeared to provide them with enough 
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emotional distance and confirmation that the level of disruption appeared to be relieved to some 

extent. 

The literature also provides some insight into positive capacity building tactics that have 

shown some promise.  Such positive strategies included humor, counseling or therapy, and 

positive social interactions in a supportive context (McCann & Pearlman, 1990; Gentry, 

Baranowsky & Dunning, 2002; Valent, 2002).  Each of these tactics focus on changing the 

perspective on the issue that could be viewed as the causal event and work to provide a positive 

physical, social and cognitive frame of reference (Valent, 2002).  By providing a more positive 

outlook, these positive capacity building strategies work to help individuals reframe the 

experience by providing an alternative focus, rather than becoming further mired in the negative 

aspects of the problem. 

The nature of Student Affairs work is now, and will always be, integrally linked to the 

individual student experience.  By extension, this means that the potential for creating emotional 

connections, over-extensions of empathy, burnout and compassion fatigue, will continue to be a 

factor that must be considered a by-product of the profession.  However, it also means seeing the 

positive growth in interdependence, maturation and positive life experiences are also a part of the 

equation.  The Student Affairs profession then, requires that the practitioners seek a life balance 

that will aid in constructing positive relationships with their work. 

It is understood that each individual creates their own relationship with their work.  By 

extension, each individual also develops his or her own unique compassion fatigue experience.  

As a result, Student Affairs professionals must develop their own capacity building strategies 

that can work toward mitigating the effects of the experience.  Building capacity addresses the 

way that individuals think about an issue in an attempt to change how they then feel about what 
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is happening to them emotionally.  Building capacity also works to incorporate new information 

into existing strategies that for what ever reason, do not seem to be effective.  Therefore, when 

faced with feelings that are typically associated with compassion fatigue, finding positive ways 

in which to reframe the issue can create a more optimistic outlook on the situation.  Among the 

participants in the study, the reframing of the issue came most commonly when a confidant was 

found.  By sharing their feelings and thoughts with others, it allowed them enough personal 

distance to, in effect, disrupt the disruption.  Through a positive reframing process, practitioners 

not only engage in an active process to influence how they are feeling (which feeds the drive 

affiliated with the internals), but it is also possible for the individuals to gain new perspectives on 

their problems.  By taking positive steps to identify ways to reframe the issue or gain emotional 

distance, Student Affairs professionals are more likely to mitigate the affects of compassion 

fatigue and potentially reduce the time it may take to overcome the experience.  It will also allow 

professionals an opportunity to focus on the positive aspects of their positions that enrich and 

enhance their relationship with their work. 

Future Directions of Research 

While there could be different opportunities for future research, I will address three 

possibilities.  First, there can be a phenomenology study done within the area of Student Affairs.  

There are many attributes of the Student Affairs professional that make them unique among 

service providers, such as working with students in multiple ways and in multiple circumstances.  

Investigating the issue using a phenomenological lens, each interaction and iteration of the 

Student Affairs professional experience has the potential for the development of compassion 

fatigue.  By understanding the essence of the compassion fatigue experience among this group(s) 
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of employees could help to better understand the how individuals relate to the experience and in 

turn mitigate attrition and keep experienced professionals in the field. 

The second opportunity for future research would be the inter-employee relationships as 

they relate to external versus internal loci of control.  During this study, there were some 

assertions made regarding a conflict when it came to supervisors or colleagues understanding or 

appreciating the value of the work being performed. For example, a supervisor who is external 

may not appreciate the efforts of an employee who is internal, or vice versa. Because this was 

not common for all participants, it was not expressed as a strong theme for the findings of this 

study. Additionally, the relationships between employees was not the subject of this investigation, 

however, this reporting by the participants suggest that such relationships might contribute to 

employees’ decision to leave the workplace after being unable to cope with compassion fatigue. 

Another opportunity for future research lies within the constructs of resilience and 

hardiness among the student affairs professionals.  With each successful capacity building event, 

the participants described how they built capacity in reference to a specific situation.  Additional 

research could be conducted to examine the long term, cumulative impact of capacity building.  

By investigating how building capacity impacts resilience and hardiness among Student Affairs 

professionals over time, it could give rise to more effective short and long term strategies for this 

class of employee in higher education. 

Finally, a future implication for research could include an examination of the comorbidity 

of compassion fatigue and burnout.  While this study focused on specific instances of 

compassion fatigue, the cumulative impact of the construct was not explored.  As previously 

mentioned, the Student Affairs professional is unique to this concept due in part to the immersive 
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nature of the work.  Therefore there could be potential for the two to co-exist and to compound 

the suffering of those who care. 

Chapter Summary 

 In this chapter, I recounted my position in this study and reminded the reader about the 

purpose of the study.  I offered the ways in which I connected tenets of the Constructivist Self 

Development Theory with the findings of this study.  Additionally, I discussed how the findings 

contributed to the existing literature and reflected on those findings using the lens of 

constructivist theory.  I offered concluding thoughts reflecting on the research questions.  Next, I 

offered implications from this study for key stakeholders and future directions for research in the 

field of compassion fatigue.  Throughout the chapter I maintained a key emphasis on the 

constructed and lived experiences of the participants and their experiences with compassion 

fatigue. 
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Epilogue 

 As I engaged in this study, I was aware of my subjectivities and my closeness with the topic.  

Over my 25 years of experience in the field, I have worked with hundreds of professionals as well as 

tens of thousands of students.  During this time I have seen many employees leave the profession that I 

felt should not have left.  I have seen many colleagues who probably could have left their jobs because 

of compassion fatigue, but stayed on. I know that even for those colleagues who experienced 

compassion fatigue, I saw their inner light shine when dealing with a student with whom they felt 

connected.  Over the years I saw colleagues develop a hardened exterior, which I have assumed is the 

long-term effects of caring and feeling fatigued. 

 When I started this journey of researching the topic of compassion fatigue, I began to become 

better attuned to the ways in which working with students affect Student Affairs professionals.  I saw the 

unique ways in which people process information and handle students’ problems as well as how they 

would go about their daily lives and how they may carry the burden of the students’ problems.  I know 

now that awareness is the best possible training that I can offer my staff because of the deeply personal 

and individual nature of the phenomenon of compassion fatigue.  I reflected back to the many 

conversations that I have had with staff as they attempted to navigate what I now know to have been 

compassion fatigue and/or potentially burnout. I now look forward with some understanding on how to 

potentially help my colleagues in the future. 

 I know that extending myself empathetically might carry a risk of the development of 

compassion fatigue.  Throughout this study, as I analyzed the data and began to recognize the patterns 

and processes that came from the data, I recalled those times that I may have been suffering from 

compassion fatigue and then how coped during those times.  I rely on positive reinforcement and 

rationalization to reflect and build capacity and find ways for my growth.  Humor also plays a vital role 
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for me, allowing me to not only reframe the situation and examine it from a different perspective, but to 

ease the stress and tension that can often times make it more difficult for me to find the ways in which I 

might be able to find solutions.  But to help my colleagues, I know that they will have to find their own 

paths and recognize their own coping strategies that will help them ease their suffering.  My role then, is 

to be that place where staff might feel comfortable enough to share their experiences and provide them 

with a safe space, appropriate professional support, for them to reflect and identify their coping 

strategies.  
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APPENDIX A 

 
Dear (VP NAME), 
 
Good Afternoon <VP NAME>, 
 
My name is Douglas Stoves and I am currently the Director of Residential Life and Collegiate Chess at 
the University of Texas at Brownsville.  I am also a Doctoral Candidate for Educational Leadership with 
an emphasis in Higher Education at Texas A & M University-Corpus Christi (TAMUCC). 
 
I am currently working on my dissertation entitled: “The Successful Negotiation of Compassion Fatigue 
Amongst Post-Secondary Education Student Affairs Professionals: A Grounded Theory/Phenomenology 
Mixed Methods Study.”  This study involves speaking with student affairs professionals at other 
institutions in South Texas, and <your institution> if you approve.  I have approved IRB’s from 
TAMUCC and UT-Brownsville.  The purpose of my study is guided by the following questions: 
 

1. How do student affairs professionals experience compassion fatigue? 
2. What experiences influence the development of compassion fatigue among student affairs 

professionals? 
3. What experiences or strategies allow student affairs professionals to successfully cope with 

compassion fatigue? 
 
I would like to know if I could have your permission to ask for volunteers of your staff to participate in 
this study.  There would be four interviews lasting about 1 hour each time, observations of the office to 
develop a context, and a visual analysis of photographs of office space (with identifiable information 
obscured).  At most, I would be interested in interviewing <number> people from <institution>. 
 
I would be happy to meet with you at your convenience in person or by telephone if you would like to 
discuss this research in detail.  I have also attached a copy of the e-mail that I would send to gain 
volunteers from your campus 
 
Thank you for your consideration of my request! 
 
Take care, 
 
 
 
 
Douglas R. Stoves 
Doctoral Candidate 
 
dstoves@islander.tamucc.edu 
956.551.0245 
  

https://islander.tamucc.edu/mail/src/compose.php?send_to=dstoves%40islander.tamucc.edu
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Subject: Looking for Volunteers working in student affairs to participate in research project 
 
 
You are receiving this e-mail as you have been identified by (VP NAME) as working in a student 
affairs department and have experience providing support to students on your campus at (NAME 
OF INSTITUTION). 
 
Please allow me to introduce myself.  My name is Douglas Stoves and I am a Doctoral student at 
Texas A & M University-Corpus Christi.  The focus of my doctoral work is in Educational 
Leadership with a focus on Higher Education.  I have had over 23 years of experience within 
Student Affairs and have decided to make Student Affairs the focus of my dissertation research. 
 
The Study 
 
I am seeking volunteers to participate in a study entitled “The Negotiation of Compassion Fatigue 
Amongst Post-Secondary Education Student Affairs Professionals: A Grounded 
Theory/Phenomenology Mixed Method Study.”  The purpose of this study is to identify the ways in 
which student affairs professionals in higher education in South Texas experience and negotiate 
compassion fatigue in their everyday responsibilities.  The research questions guiding the 
research are: 
 

1. How do student affairs professionals experience compassion fatigue? 
2. What experiences influence the development of compassion fatigue in student affairs 

professionals? 
3.  What experiences or strategies allow student affairs professionals to successfully cope with 

compassion fatigue? 
 
If I volunteer, what will I be asked to do? 
 
This will be a six month study and if you agree to participate, you will be asked to: 
 

1. Attend 4 one-hour interviews with the researcher. 
2. Clarify any follow-up questions the researcher might have when interpreting your words. 
3. Allow for your general office space to be observed- Observations will occur on four 

separate occasions for one hour to study the participants’ general work environment 
(objects, interactions, etc.)  

4. Allow for your personal office space to be photographed.  Photographs will occur on one 
occasion to study the participants immediate work environment.  Any personally 
identifying objects (name plates, personal photos, etc.) will be blurred. 

5. Member checks- There will be four one-hour member checks with each of the participants 
as an individual throughout the course of this study. During a member check, the 
researcher will check to ensure a shared understanding of meanings.  

 
What are the risks involved in this study? 
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The risks associated with this study are minimal, and are not greater than the risks ordinarily 
encountered in daily life. If you experience some discomfort or stress during observations, 
interviews, or member checks then you can choose to discontinue my participation in the study 
without any penalty.  
 
 
 
What are the possible benefits of this study? 
 
There are no direct benefits identified for my participation in this study. 
 
 
Will I be compensated? 
Participation in this study will not cost you anything and you will not receive any money for your 
participation. 
 
Do I have to participate? 
Your participation is voluntary.  You can exit the study anytime without any penalty or prejudice.  
 
Who will know about my participation in this research study? 
No information about you, or provided by me during this research, will be shared with others 
except if it is necessary to protect my welfare (e.g. if you were injured and needed medical 
attention) or if required by law.   You will be assigned a pseudonym that will be used in interview 
transcripts and in all other data sources obtained. Pseudonyms will also be assigned to any names 
that are shared during the course of the interview.  If the results are published or presented at 
scientific meetings, identity of the participants will not be disclosed. The data will be kept by the 
researcher either in encrypted electronic files or in a locked filing cabinet in the researcher’s home, 
accessible only by the researcher.  Data will be shared, while maintaining confidentiality, with Dr. 
Kakali Bhattacharya. The researcher will keep the data for one year for educational and research 
purposes.  
 
The researcher will answer any additional questions about the research at this time or at any 
point during the course of the study.  
 
How do I volunteer? 
 
You can choose to simply reply to this e-mail (dstoves@islander.tamucc.edu )or call me at 
956.551.0245 and let me know that you are interested.  
 
If I would volunteer, what would happen next? 
 
If you choose to volunteer, then I will contact you either by telephone or e-mail (your preference) 
to arrange for a short meeting to introduce myself in person, discuss the study in detail and go 
over all of the protocols that will be used in study.  If you are satisfied and wish to participate, then 
we will proceed through the next steps of consent, meeting times, etc.

mailto:dstoves@islander.tamucc.edu
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APPENDIX B 

 
Subject: Looking for Volunteers working in student affairs to participate in research project 
 
 
You are receiving this e-mail as you have been identified by (VP NAME) as working in a student affairs 
department and have experience providing support to students on your campus at (NAME OF 
INSTITUTION). 
 
Please allow me to introduce myself.  My name is Douglas Stoves and I am a Doctoral student at Texas 
A & M University-Corpus Christi.  The focus of my doctoral work is in Educational Leadership with a 
focus on Higher Education.  I have had over 23 years of experience within Student Affairs and have 
decided to make Student Affairs the focus of my dissertation research. 
 
The Study 
 
I am seeking volunteers to participate in a study entitled “The Negotiation of Compassion Fatigue 
Amongst Post-Secondary Education Student Affairs Professionals: A Grounded Theory/Phenomenology 
Mixed Method Study.”  The purpose of this study is to identify the ways in which student affairs 
professionals in higher education in South Texas experience and negotiate compassion fatigue in their 
everyday responsibilities.  The research questions guiding the research are: 
 

1. How do student affairs professionals experience compassion fatigue? 
2. What experiences influence the development of compassion fatigue in student affairs 

professionals? 
3.  What experiences or strategies allow student affairs professionals to successfully cope 

with compassion fatigue? 
 
If I volunteer, what will I be asked to do? 
 
This will be a six month study and if you agree to participate, you will be asked to: 
 

1. Attend 4 one-hour interviews with the researcher. 
2. Clarify any follow-up questions the researcher might have when interpreting your words. 
3. Allow for your general office space to be observed- Observations will occur on four separate 

occasions for one hour to study the participants’ general work environment (objects, interactions, 
etc.)  

4. Allow for your personal office space to be photographed.  Photographs will occur on one 
occasion to study the participants immediate work environment.  Any personally identifying 
objects (name plates, personal photos, etc.) will be blurred. 

5. Member checks- There will be four one-hour member checks with each of the participants as an 
individual throughout the course of this study. During a member check, the researcher will check 
to ensure a shared understanding of meanings.  

 
What are the risks involved in this study? 
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The risks associated with this study are minimal, and are not greater than the risks ordinarily 
encountered in daily life. If you experience some discomfort or stress during observations, interviews, or 
member checks then you can choose to discontinue my participation in the study without any penalty.  
 
 
 
What are the possible benefits of this study? 
 
There are no direct benefits identified for my participation in this study. 
 
 
Will I be compensated? 
Participation in this study will not cost you anything and you will not receive any money for your 
participation. 
 
Do I have to participate? 
Your participation is voluntary.  You can exit the study anytime without any penalty or prejudice.  
 
Who will know about my participation in this research study? 
No information about you, or provided by me during this research, will be shared with others except if it 
is necessary to protect my welfare (e.g. if you were injured and needed medical attention) or if required 
by law.   You will be assigned a pseudonym that will be used in interview transcripts and in all other 
data sources obtained. Pseudonyms will also be assigned to any names that are shared during the course 
of the interview.  If the results are published or presented at scientific meetings, identity of the 
participants will not be disclosed. The data will be kept by the researcher either in encrypted electronic 
files or in a locked filing cabinet in the researcher’s home, accessible only by the researcher.  Data will 
be shared, while maintaining confidentiality, with Dr. Kakali Bhattacharya. The researcher will keep the 
data for one year for educational and research purposes.  
 
The researcher will answer any additional questions about the research at this time or at any point during 
the course of the study.  
 
How do I volunteer? 
 
You can choose to simply reply to this e-mail (dstoves@islander.tamucc.edu )or call me at 
956.551.0245 and let me know that you are interested.  
 
If I would volunteer, what would happen next? 
 
If you choose to volunteer, then I will contact you either by telephone or e-mail (your preference) to 
arrange for a short meeting to introduce myself in person, discuss the study in detail and go over all of 
the protocols that will be used in study.  If you are satisfied and wish to participate, then we will proceed 
through the next steps of consent, meeting times, etc. 
 
Thank you for your consideration of this request, 

mailto:dstoves@islander.tamucc.edu
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Sincerely. 
 
Douglas R. Stoves 
dstoves@islander.tamucc.edu 
956.551.0245 
  

mailto:dstoves@islander.tamucc.edu
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APPENDIX C 

 
CONSENTING TO THIS STUDY AND CONSENT FORM 

The Negotiation of Compassion Fatigue Amongst Post-Secondary Education Student Affairs 
Professionals: A Grounded Theory/Phenomenology Mixed Method Study 

Introduction 
The purpose of this form is to provide you information that may affect your decision as whether or 
not participate in this research study. If you decide to participate in this study, this form will also 
be used to record your consent.  
 
You are being asked to participate in a research project studying the development and negotiation 
of compassion fatigue in student affairs professionals. The purpose of this study is to identify the 
ways in which student affairs professionals in higher education in South Texas experience and 
negotiate compassion fatigue in their everyday responsibilities.  The research questions guiding 
the research are: 
 

1. How do student affairs professionals experience compassion fatigue? 
2. What experiences influence the development of compassion fatigue in student affairs 

professionals? 
3.  What experiences or strategies allow student affairs professionals to successfully cope with 

compassion fatigue? 
You have been selected as a potential participant because you have volunteered, have experience 
within student affairs and have experience providing support to students on your campus.  
 
What will I be asked to do? 
This will be a six month study and if you agree to participate, you will be asked to: 
 

6. Attend 4 one-hour interviews with the researcher. 
7. Clarify any follow-up questions the researcher might have when interpreting your words. 
8. Allow for your general office space to be observed- Observations will occur on four 

separate occasions for one hour to study the participants’ general work environment 
(objects, interactions, etc.)  

9. Allow for your personal office space to be photographed.  Photographs will occur on one 
occasion to study the participants immediate work environment.  Any personally 
identifying objects (name plates, personal photos, etc.) will be blurred. 

10. Member checks- There will be four one-hour member checks with each of the participants 
as an individual throughout the course of this study. During a member check, the 
researcher will check to ensure a shared understanding of meanings.  

 
What are the risks involved in this study? 
The risks associated with this study are minimal, and are not greater than the risks ordinarily 
encountered in daily life. If you experience some discomfort or stress during observations, 
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interviews, or member checks then you can choose to discontinue my participation in the study 
without any penalty.  
 
What are the possible benefits of this study? 
There are no direct benefits identified for my participation in this study. 
 
Will I be compensated? 
Participation in this study will not cost you anything and you will not receive any money for your 
participation. 
 
Do I have to participate? 
Your participation is voluntary.  You can exit the study anytime without any penalty or prejudice.  
 
Who will know about my participation in this research study? 
No information about you, or provided by you during this research, will be shared with others 
except if it is necessary to protect your welfare (e.g. if you were injured and needed medical 
attention) or if required by law.  You will be assigned a pseudonym that will be used in interview 
transcripts and in all other data sources obtained. Pseudonyms will also be assigned to any names 
that are shared during the course of the interview.  If the results are published or presented at 
scientific meetings, your identity or the identity of the participants will not be disclosed. The data 
will be kept by the researcher either in encrypted electronic files or in a locked filing cabinet in the 
researcher’s home, accessible only by the researcher.  Data will be shared, while maintaining 
confidentiality, with Dr. Kakali Bhattacharya. The researcher will keep the data for one year for 
educational and research purposes.  
 
The researcher will answer any additional questions about the research at this time or at any 
point during the course of the study.  
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Consent Form 
I, _______________________________________, agree to participate in a mixed method study part of a 
doctoral dissertation by Douglas R, Stoves chaired by Dr. Kakali Bhattacharya (361-825-6017) from the 
Department of Educational Administration & Research at Texas A&M University- Corpus Christi entitled The 
Negotiation of Compassion Fatigue Amongst Higher Education Student Affairs Professionals: 
A Ground Theory/Phenomenology Mixed Methods Study. I understand that my participation is 
voluntary.  I can stop taking part without giving any reason, and without penalty.  I can ask to have all of the 
information about me returned to me, removed from the research records, or destroyed.  
 
The purpose of this study is to identify the ways in which student affairs professionals in higher education in 
South Texas experience and negotiate their compassion fatigue in their everyday responsibilities.   
If I volunteer to take part in this study, I will be asked to do the following: 
This will be a six month study and if you agree to participate, you will be asked to: 
 

1. Attend 4 one-hour interviews with the researcher. 
2. Clarify any follow-up questions the researcher might have when interpreting your words. 
3. Allow for your general office space to be observed- Observations will occur on four separate 

occasions for one hour to study the participants’ general work environment (objects, interactions, etc.)  
4. Allow for your personal office space to be photographed.  Photographs will occur on one occasion to 

study the participants immediate work environment.  Any personally identifying objects (name plates, 
personal photos, etc.) will be blurred. 

5. Member checks- There will be four one-hour member checks with each of the participants as an 
individual throughout the course of this study. During a member check, the researcher will check to 
ensure a shared understanding of meanings.  

 
I understand that: 

• The researcher will digitally record conversations and interviews that occur between us.  
• The data will be kept in a secured area accessible only by the researcher and will be shared while 

maintaining confidentiality with Dr. Kakali Bhattacharya.  
• The researcher will analyze the data and keep it in a secure location accessible only by the researcher 

for no longer than one year for educational and research purposes after the last date of data collection. 
• There is no direct benefit for me participating in the project.  
• No risk is expected but, if I experience some discomfort or stress during observations or conversations, 

then I can choose to discontinue my participation in the study without any penalty.  
 

No information about me, or provided by me during the research, will be shared with others, except if it is 
necessary to protect my welfare (for example, if I were injured and needed medical care) or if required by law.  
I will be assigned a pseudonym, which will be used in interview transcripts and all other data documents. All 
names shared within the context of the interview will also be assigned a pseudonym. 
I certify that I have been informed about the study’s purpose, procedures, possible risks and 
benefits; that I have been given the opportunity to ask questions before I sign; and that I can ask 
questions at any time. Additionally, I know that if I have any questions about my rights as a 
research participant, I can contact Erin Sherman, Interim IRB Compliance Officer at Texas 
A&M University- Corpus Christi at (361) 825-2497. I understand that I will receive a signed 
copy of this consent form for my records; by signing it I voluntarily agree to participate in the 
study.  
 
 
 
______________________________   ________________________   ___________________ 
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Printed Name of Participant                  Signature of Participant             Date 
 
 
 
Douglas R. Stoves__________   ________________________  _____________________ 
Printed Name of Principal                      Signature of Principal                Date 
Investigator                                               Investigator 
Telephone: (956) 551-0245 
E-mail: dstoves@islander.tamucc.edu  
 
 
*Please sign two copies, keep one and return the other to the researcher  
 
Dissertation advisor: Dr. Kakali Bhattacharya 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

mailto:dstoves@islander.tamucc.edu
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PROTOCOLS 
 
Interview Protocol 
Sample Interview Questions  
             Questions that will be asked are: 

1. Describe for me a time when you felt emotionally connected with a student’s 
situation 

 
2. Describe for me the moment when you recognized that you were becoming 

emotionally connected? 
 

3. Describe for me the situation or events surrounding the development of the 
emotional connection.  

 
4. Can you think of a time when you did not feel an emotional connection with a 

student?   How was it different than other interactions? 
 

5. Please illustrate for me using a timeline, your experience with your emotional 
connection with a student.  For this purpose, the x-axis will be the time 
elapsing and the y-axis will be the intensity of your experience. 

 
Additional questions will be asked in subsequent interviews based on your experiences and 
emerging theory 

Observational Protocol 
 
Sample Observation Focal Points 
 

Observations will attempt to describe what is going on in the social situations in the general 
area of your office, taking into account Spradley’s nine dimensions: 

1. Space- the physical place 

2. Actor- the people involved (in abstract only ex. Student, office personnel, 

colleague, etc.) 

3. Activity- a set of related acts people do 

4. Object- the physical things that are present 

5. Act- the single actions that people do 

6. Event- a set of related activities that people carry out 

7. Time- the sequencing that takes place over time 
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8. Goal- the things that people are trying to accomplish 

9. Feeling- the emotions felt and expressed  

Visual Analysis Protocol 

Photographs of the office space will be deconstructed to describe the context in which the 

participant is situated and analyzed utilizing two specific criteria from Spradley’s nine dimensions. 

Sample Visual Analysis Focal Points: 

1. Space-The physical place 

2. Objects-The physical things that are present 

Document Protocol 
Document Analysis 

Types of documents: 
1. Bracketing or subjectivity  

 
2. Reflexive journal(s) 

 
3. Field-notes  

 
4. Analytical memos 

 
5. Interview transcripts 

 
6. Existing documents 

 
The items will be examined to inform the research process with the following 
consideration given: 

a. Researcher’s stance, thoughts, and  ideas 
 

b. Problems 
 

c. Patterns 
 

d. Topic 
 

e. Negotiations 
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These items will be explored in order to begin to approach answers to research questions: 
1. How do student affairs professionals experience compassion fatigue? 

2.  What experiences influence the development of compassion fatigue in student affairs 

professionals? 

3.  What experiences or strategies allow student affairs professionals to successfully cope 

with compassion fatigue?   
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APPENDIX D 

Time (in 
Months and 
weeks) 

Duration of 
Activity 

Description of Activity Participant’s role 

Month 1 • 5 Hours • Prepare and submit second 
IRB for study 

• N/A 

Month 2 • 2 hours • Attend IRB Board for 
Approval 

• N/A 

Month 3 • 2 hours 
 

• 5 hours 
 

• 3 hours 

• Gain approval from 
institutional leadership for 
access 

• Construct contact lists 
• Send out e-mail for 

volunteers 

•  
 

• Respond to e-
mails 

Month 4 • 15 hours 
• 5 

 

• Setting up initial meetings 
• First meetings 
• Follow up meetings set 

• Respond to 
calls 

• Accept 
meeting times 
and sign the 
consent 

Month 5 • 6 hours • First interviews • Participate in 
the interviews 

Month 6 • 3 hours 
• 20 hours 

• First interviews 
• Transcription 

• Participate in 
interviews 

Month 7 • 6 hours 
• 10 hours 
• 3 hours 
• 20 hours 

• First interviews 
• Observations 
• Photographs 
• Transcriptions/analysis 

• Participate in 
interviews 

• Allow access 
for photos to 
be taken 

Month 8 • 6 hours 
• 10 hours 
• 3 hours 
• 20 hours 
• 3 hours 

• First interviews 
• Observations 
• Photographs 
• Transcriptions/analysis 
• Peer Debriefing 

• Participate in 
interviews 

• Allow access 
for photos to 
be taken 

Month 9 • 6 hours 
• 10 hours 
• 3 hours 
• 20 hours 

• First interviews 
• Observations 
• Photographs 
• Transcriptions/analysis 

• Participate in 
interviews 

• Allow access 
for photos to 
be taken 

Month 10 • 10 hours 
• 3 hours 
• 20 hours 
• 5 hours 

• Observations 
• Photographs 
• Transcriptions/analysis 
• Member checks 

• Allow access 
for photos to 
be taken 

• Participate in 
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member 
checks 

Month 11 • 6 hours 
• 10 hours 
• 3 hours 
• 20 hours 

• First interviews 
• Observations 
• Photographs 
• Transcriptions/analysis 

• Participate in 
interviews 

• Allow access 
for photos to 
be taken 

Month 12 • 2 hours 
• 2 hours 
• 10 hours 

• Re-Apply IRB 
• Re-Apply IRB (2) 
• Transcription/analysis 
• Member checks 

• Participate in 
Member 
checks 

Month 13 • 2 hours 
• 2 hours 
• 5 hours 

• Peer Debriefing 
• Member Checks 
• Analysis of Data 

• Participate in 
Member 
checks 

Month 14 • 2 hours 
• 2 hours 
• 5 hours 

• Journaling 
• Member checks 
• Analysis of Data 

• Participate in 
Member 
checks 

Month 15 • 2 hours 
• 2 hours 
• 5 hours 

• Journaling 
• Faculty Debriefing 
• Analysis of Data 

• N/A 

Month 16 • 5 hours • Analysis of 
Data/Journaling 

• N/A 

Month 17 • 2 hours 
• 2 hours 
• 5 hours 

• Journaling 
• Faculty Debriefing 
• Developing findings 

• N/A 

Month 18 • 2 hours 
• 5 hours 

• Faculty Debriefing 
• Member checks 

• Participate in 
Member 
checks 

Month 19 • 2 hours 
• 2 hours 
• 5 hours 

• Peer Debriefing 
• Member checks 
• Analysis of Data 

• Participate in 
Member 
checks 

Month 20 • 2 hours 
• 2 hours 
• 5 hours 

• Peer Debriefing 
• Faculty Debriefing 
• Analysis of Data 

• N/A 

Month 21 • 2 hours 
• 2 hours 
• 5 hours 

• Peer Debriefing 
• Faculty Debriefing 
• Analysis of Data 

• N/A 

Month 22 • 2 hours 
• 2 hours 
• 5 hours 

• Peer Debriefing 
• Faculty Debriefing 
• Analysis of Data 

• N/A 

Month 23 • 2 hours 
• 3 hours 
• 5 hours 

• Developing findings 
• Journaling 
• Re-Apply IRB x 2 

• N/A 

Month 24 • Until end • Journaling • N/A 
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of Study • Peer Debriefing 
• Writing 
• Data Analysis 
• Faculty Mentoring 
• Final Report 
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