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Student Affairs Focus Group Research Report
Introduction
	Higher education institutions have been facing hardship across the board, so when deciding what topic to engage in for this research focus group, it was important to choose an overall evaluation of how enrollment and financial crises are affecting institutions. There are several overarching areas that are affected by the identified realms of challenge that higher education is facing, these relate to areas such as staffing, burnout, and financial deficits (Li, 2017). Higher education institutions suffer greatly when a majority of their departments don’t have enough support, this can affect student outreach, enrollment, and retention (Rutherford & Van Der Voet, 2019). Without the necessary financial, staff, and student support, not only does the university as a whole begin to struggle, the individual staff members of the institution begin to lose motivation as they are needing to work for the same amount of pay doing increased amounts of job duties (Li, 2017).
	Looking at the issue holistically is essential to indicate the levels of impact that could be felt by students. When analyzing the administrative and financial status, then applying that to how it affects programs and services in order to assess impact on staff (Rutherford & Van Der Voet, 2019), it becomes clear that when staff are constantly feeling unsupported, the students can see that. Students witnessing their university struggling can impact the overall morale and pride that they hold for their school. This research is to identify where these struggles are and what student attitudes have shifted towards due to the budget cuts, staff shortages, and staff morale.

Overview of Literature
Dramatic Declines in Higher Education Appropriations (Li, 2017)
	This research study highlights the importance of state funding to higher education and what appropriations are applied when drastic budget cuts are implemented. This study indicates the unique characteristics between small budget cuts and large cuts while quantifying the reasons and political values placed into the decisions of federal funding. Key components of this article highlight struggles faced by institutions similar to those highlighted in the focus group.
A Lost Decade in Higher Education Funding (Mitchell et al., 2017)
	This research journal ties current federal spending on universities to the pre-Great Recession spending that has been seen within higher education, the spending is drastically lower than before the Great Recession. Even after adjusting for inflation, the state spending on universities was at record-lows in 2017. This leads to the rise in cost of universities which creates an inaccessible education to more communities.

Shifting Administrative Intensity and Employee Composition (Rutherford & Van Der Voet, 2019)
	This research journal addresses the abrupt and detrimental staff cuts that many departments within higher education face and what effects can be seen of these staff cuts on the university. The effects from institutions ranged from turbulent to structured, they observe what actions have been taken within these institutions. Decreased morale and innovation is a common theme observed across these institutions.

Support for Students with Mental Health Difficulties in Higher Education (Tinklin et al., 2005)
	This research study utilizes the perspectives of five students at a university with higher staff to student ratios who are facing mental health issues. Increased reports have started to come out of universities regarding student mental health and how urgent services are needed to ensure student wellness needs are being met. This article also touches on those with special needs and provides insight into what their accessibility looks like.

Effects of Mental Health Interventions for Students in Higher Education (Winzer et al., 2018)
	This research journal identifies the mental health struggles that are seen amongst undergraduate students compared to similar-aged peers that are not in college. They aim to identify how well mental health interventions work and what lasting effects are seen from these interventions.

Method
The method selected for this qualitative research project was to conduct focus groups at an upcoming Higher Education and Student Affairs Reunion Conference where there would be several student affairs professionals present to participate in the focus group. The focus group contributed to the four research questions by answering ten probing questions (See Appendix A). Two groups of researchers conducted two focus groups simultaneously. These groups consisted of a facilitator, moderator, greeter, and recorder. To record the focus group session, Otter.ai was used to later generate the transcript that was used to code and theme the dialogue that was had. Each participant was welcomed and signed consent forms to allow the recording to be used for the research project. The focus groups had around 18 participants and each question was on the floor for 5 minutes each to ensure proper time was had to get through all the questions as the allotted time block was only 50 minutes. 

Data Analysis
	Once the focus group concluded, the transcripts were edited by the recorders and sent out to all focus group researchers, then the coding and theming began. Once the individual coding and theming was completed, the group decided on a list of six overarching themes after analyzing the quotes and shared sentiments observed during the focus group (Below, also See Appendix B):
1. Programming
2. Budget Cuts/Constraints
3. The Mental Health Epidemic/ Lack of Engagement/Mental Health Services
4. Uptick in Students Utilizing and Valuing Mental Health Services
5. Professional Burnout
6. (Systemic) Leadership Inconsistencies
	Once these themes were identified, the research was able to be summed down into two important quotes per theme to highlight the central messages that were shared during the focus groups. After these quotes were decided, each research group was tasked with creating presentations to justify each theme in a focused narrative. Each group saw several concerns of budget cuts leading to burn out and staffing shortages, staff feeling the absence of leadership within their departments, and students needing more and more support but some offices were not staffed enough to keep up with demand. There were undeniable links to staff being affected by institutional level struggles and that contributed to the students (Rutherford & Van Der Voet, 2019).

Validity and Reliability Provisions
	The focus group was presented with questions that were presented only at the time of recording, this ensured the answers were from that moment and not influenced by previous feelings. The answers are kept anonymous within the transcript to allow their answers to be taken at full value with no bias as there were staff members present who work with the research group. This ensures that when looking back on the transcript, there is not any bias given to anyone’s answer which could sway the perceived impact of the dialogue. Another way that reliability was implemented was the introductory welcome speech, which specifically reminds participants that it is important for  everyone to take all discussion points at full values, making sure to minimize participants potentially taking these sentiments at discounted value. A measure taken during the transcript generation was that it was also scanned and reviewed to be edited in case there were mistranslations. Compiling reliable quotes at their full meaning was accomplished due to the revisions of the transcripts.

Discussion and Recommendations
Trends Amongst Professionals
	The trends that were present in discussion were all connected to the financial state of the university. This is important to note because at the end of the day, the amount of support given to students comes from the fiscal support that each department has (Li, 2017). Specific struggles that are faced result in struggles in other departments, leaving several higher education institutions in an endless domino of hardship. Another trend that was seen across these focus groups was that there was an increased need for mental health services on campuses as well as an uptick in student utilization of these services (Winzer et al., 2018). However, some staff noted that they would often need to take direct approaches when referring students to mental health care, like walking them to the center personally. Overall, we see an increase in student needs and a decrease in available programs and services.

Specific Issues
The specific issues found start at university budgeting, as many universities are facing financial deficits, there are areas in their institutions that are feeling neglected. This neglect stems from budget cuts, which lead to staff cuts. Lesser staff puts a heavier role on the retained staff and does not allow for increased salaries, despite many professionals stating that they are completing duties outside their job description (Rutherford & Van Der Voet, 2019). It was often echoed that professionals felt they were instructed to “do more with less” each time there was a departmental change. Despite the shown need for an increase for student services, those departments are seeing less and less funding to sustain their operations (Mitchell et al., 2017). It was echoed that it is difficult for staff to admit, but they often question their capacity when students inquire about their services offered. Student affairs professionals work in student affairs because they care about the students, so the decreased programs and services creates a somber and frustrated environment. Students are able to observe the overall state of the institution, with the leaders threatening to leave and departments growing weaker, school pride dwindles (Tinklin et al., 2005). This impacts student enrollment and retention, which hits the university even more creating even more struggles and barriers to operate at their fullest potential (Tinklin et al., 2005).

Recommendations for Resolution
	Firstly, a lot goes into the operations of a university, no matter what size, each university faces a unique set of challenges. There is a lot to keep track of and a lot of factors that go into the successes and challenges of higher education. Funding is a huge factor of higher education operations and where you allocate that money truly matters (Li, 2017). It has been seen time and time again, universities don’t prioritize their money into resource centers and programs, which I believe to be a grave mistake. In the world of higher education, students make the world go around. Without them, institutions would have no purpose, so why are schools so hesitant to invest in the programs and services that have been proven to support enrollment and retention.
	Another recommendation that relates to the mental health crises and services needed, would again be to provide more support to these services (Tinklin et al., 2005). Healthcare is a basic need of students, ensuring that these needs are satisfied allows students to perform at their best ability is essential to retention at the university. There has been intense mental health awareness being brought attention to by students, researchers, and student staff professionals. Without the proper support of this service, it is likely students won’t perform their best which could affect their ability to continue their degree (Winzer et al., 2018). Trying to”quick fix” money deficits by making employees burnt out and frustrated is never a viable solution (Mitchell et al., 2017).

Personal Input
	Working within residence life, in both my undergraduate and graduate careers, I have had the unique experience of interacting with and observing students and what resources are offered to them at a Research 1 University (University of Arizona, my Alma Mater) and a liberal arts/comprehensive university (Buffalo State University, current institution). The services offered and staff largely differ in size, but there are struggles that I have seen be present at both institutions. There is still a large amount of burnout in every staff, funding is going more towards sports than it is going to resource centers and programs, and so many issues that are seen at each university, but on different scales (Rutherford & Van Der Voet, 2019). I believe that a lot of universities have begun operating as businesses and not institutions of higher education. We are in a financial deficit, but what caused this? Investing in more resources and programming could’ve had a more positive effect on the campus. While money is a large part of university operations success, allocations need to be decided upon in a student-centered lens and not a business one (Mitchell et al., 2017).
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HEA 650: Focus Group Questions
Can you please introduce yourself by sharing your first name, how long you’ve worked in higher education and student affairs or in another professional field, and what is your current role?
We will be asking you the following questions (numbered) to help us better understand our overarching research questions, which are indicated in bold:
· How do financial pressures affect the scope and delivery of student affairs services?
1. Due to the enrollment cliff, what has changed with student services provided by your department, if anything?
2. If money was of no concern, what programs do you believe would be beneficial for students?
· In what ways are student mental health trends shaping your institution’s priorities and resource allocations?
3. In your role at your respective universities, what mental health trends have you noticed within the student body, if any?
4. What have you observed in student attitudes regarding the currently provided mental health services at your institution?
· Which structural and cultural factors, if any, contribute to workforce burnout and professionals who stop out or leave?
5. How do current workload expectations and/or staffing patterns impact you? Your department?
6. In what ways may inconsistent leadership affect workforce burnout for your department/position?
· How are political disruptions redefining advocacy and leadership roles within student affairs?
7. In what ways have any recent legislative actions reshaped expectations of your department/position?
8. In your position/department, what is your gauge on students’ perspectives on shifts in DEI policies or restrictions?
9. If you were the president of your college or university and could bring about one change, what would it be?
10. Is there anything we did not cover today that you would like to address?
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Assessment Plan
· Theme 1: Programming
· It was mentioned several times that programming was the strongest way departments were able to connect with their students, but they were seeing less and less funding every year. With this theme, it is also important to note that collaboration amongst departments has been a great support to sustain quality programs by combining budgets, but this does mean there is half the amount of programs there could be.
· Theme 2: Budget Cuts/Constraints
· Budgets are being cut across departments, this is affecting operations and staff morale. This was a large concern mentioned several times throughout the focus group, student affairs professionals agree that the way there is less budget is unsustainable.
· Theme 3: The Mental Health Epidemic/ Lack of Engagement/Mental Health Services
· It was noted several times throughout the focus groups that there is an increase across multiple institutions of mental health awareness and the usage of mental health services. Student affairs professionals agree that it is concerning to see some students not taking initiative to get the mental health care they need, but they are always able to refer students as needed.
· Theme 4: Uptick in Students Utilizing and Valuing Mental Health Services
· Similar to the previous theme, this specifically noted that students are using this service at an increased rate. Weigel is often booked and it can take weeks to get an appointment, while it is great that students want to use this resource, they are not being supported or funded in a way to support students as efficiently as possible. There are limited hours and limited staff meaning that commuter students who might not be available during certain hours might not be able to utilize this source.
· Theme 5: Professional Burnout
· As budgets are being cut, departments are having less and less staff as their budgets cannot sustain all necessary positions. This leads to departments being short staffed and having the expectation placed on them that they must work with whatever they have. This way of working has burnt people out, so much so that people have had to threaten to leave their job to get better treatment.
· Theme 6: (Systemic) Leadership Inconsistencies
· This theme refers to leadership inconsistencies, this leadership team delegates duties to their departments and creates plans for them to succeed. When you have inconsistent leadership, the original intent and passion is lost. Staff are left scrambling, trying to interpret what the plan was intended to look like. Then, when a new person picks up where the last leadership left off, there are confusing changes made that ultimately lead to frustration and negatively impact the staff and students.







