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Abstract 

 

When it comes to crisis management, higher education is no stranger to the response, 

management, and evaluation of a crisis. As campus administrators, we regularly navigate crises, 

but during the COVID-19 pandemic, reflection and evaluation were minimal. When working in a 

person-centered environment, the scope of crises is varied and unique, therefore the 

understanding and decision-making of senior leadership staff is instrumental in institutional 

success. This study explores the critical role of Housing and Residence Life (HRL) Senior 

Housing Officers (SHOs) in managing crises on college campuses, with a particular focus on the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The research examines the sensemaking processes of Senior Housing 

Officers (SHOs) during the initial two years of the pandemic and how these experiences 

informed their decision-making and crisis management strategies. Utilizing a qualitative 

narrative inquiry approach, the research highlights the lived experiences of nine SHOs from 

large, public, research institutions in the Southeastern Conference (SEC). 

The findings reveal five key themes: 1) aversion to sensemaking; 2) experiential learning; 

3) decision-making; 4) sensemaking; and 5) community. The study underscores the challenges 

faced by SHOs, including the overwhelming nature of the pandemic, the need for rapid decision-

making, and the reliance on past experiences to navigate unprecedented situations. Additionally, 

the research emphasizes the significance of community and collaboration among SHOs, which 

provided essential support and benchmarking during the crisis. 

The study contributes to the literature on crisis management in higher education by 

providing insights into the unique experiences of SHOs and offering practical recommendations 

for future crisis preparedness. This study advocates for the integration of crisis response roles 
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into position descriptions, the importance of mental health support for SHOs, and the need for 

ongoing training and tabletop exercises to enhance preparedness. Ultimately, this research aims 

to inform the practice of HRL professionals and support the development of effective crisis 

management strategies in higher education. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Higher education finds itself at a pivotal point of learning in response to crises on college 

campuses, particularly with the introduction of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 (Islam et al., 

2022). During the initial 18 months of the pandemic, college administrators faced many 

problems, scenarios, and unknowns that affected the greater campus community. The ability of 

administrators to make sense of the pandemic and the impact of their decisions was hindered by 

the unprecedented nature of the pandemic, leaving gaps in practice, knowledge, and response to 

mitigate the overall institutional implications. Crises are not new phenomena, though the extent 

to which unprecedented factors impact the day-to-day operations of campus life are aspects of a 

crisis that no one can plan for (Brennan & Stern, 2017). 

The need for an active and efficient response from administrators, faculty, and staff is 

congruent with crises on campus (Mitroff et al., 2006). The effective management of a crisis can 

be the difference between a few days of interrupted operations and the closing of an institution. 

In 2023, 14 four-year, non-profit colleges closed their doors and cited several reasons for 

closure, all exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic (Moody, 2023). Decreased enrollment, 

minimal endowments, and other management concerns are a common thread among Iowa 

Wesleyan University, Cardinal Stritch University, The King’s College, and other similar 

institutions who found it difficult to rebound after the initial unknown nature of the COVID-19 

pandemic (Moody, 2023).  

The dialogue surrounding crisis managers is significant given the large-scale impacts of 

crises on college campuses, even though these scenarios are usually brief and rare. Due to the 

unpredictable and rare nature of crises, there are few administrators on a college campus with the 

knowledge and first-hand experiences that are needed to support their institution in weathering 
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the storm and rebuilding (Parson, 1996; Wang & Hutchins, 2010; McIntyre et al., 2012; Burch et 

al., 2022; Caufield, 2018). Campuses often look to housing and residence life (HRL) 

professionals as individuals who can manage crises due to the nature of their roles, and they take 

on unique responsibilities to support the institution in times of need. HRL units serve as a large 

portion of crisis responders on college campuses across the United States who manage more 

micro-scale crises that impact the day-to-day lives and well-being of students who live on 

campus (Maxwell, 2022).  

Personal Reflection on Crisis Management in Housing and Residence Life 

 HRL serves a pivotal role on campuses across the United States and has been an integral 

part of my personal and professional development. From the first day I became a Resident 

Assistant, I have experienced and responded to varying levels of crises, both on a large-scale and 

an individual basis. I have learned about the importance of understanding how crises occur and 

effective ways to respond to and mitigate crises. I have had the opportunity to grow and learn 

throughout my career in HRL, and I have seen the many ways crises are managed and evaluated 

in various roles.  

During my tenure as a Resident Assistant, I saw how organizational management 

impacted my role as a crisis responder on my campus as well as the fluid nature of the roles and 

expectations of HRL professionals. I had first-hand experience enforcing the procedures and 

protocols established by the institution or housing department. Oftentimes, these protocols were 

inconsistent or proved not to be the most efficient or effective way to support students and 

mitigate crises. As I have advanced in my HRL career, I have directly engaged with the fluidity 

of crisis response and have observed several Senior Housing Officers (SHOs) actively respond to 

crises of varying levels in which they participate in the sensemaking process and the ways that 
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understanding is translated among their respective departments. During my experience in HRL, I 

identified several deficiencies in the sensemaking process during crises, including a lack of 

resources for students, inadequate response protocols for staff, poorly structured response plans, 

and insufficient training or knowledge among responding staff. These experiences and 

connections propelled me to continue my career in HRL and demonstrated why this study is 

needed: to understand the sensemaking of SHOs during a crisis and how the experiences of 

SHOs impact the decision-making process during a crisis, specifically the COVID-19 pandemic.  

COVID-19 

In March 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic was officially announced to have entered the 

United States and set off a chain of events that challenged colleges and universities to think 

outside the box to ensure the health and safety of their campus communities. The first two years 

of the pandemic forced institutions to develop new ways of operating and ensuring that students 

could still participate in their studies (Abudullah et al., 2020; Shaya et al., 2022). COVID-19 

challenged institutions to face many new realities and ways of operating. With the shifting of 

priorities, the ever-changing information that the government was sharing (and general sense of 

the unknown) shifted professionals into a phase of their role that was reactionary in nature and 

afforded little foundation in decision-making.  

Over the years, my confidence in handling crises has grown in several ways. I have 

become better at thinking critically during uncertain situations, addressing inappropriate 

behavior directly, and ensuring that every necessary step is taken to support students. These 

experiences have prepared me to manage a variety of crises that may arise. With these skills, I 

have been able to ensure that policies and procedures are followed to protect not only students, 

but the institution as well. I have also been able to apply my critical thinking skills to routine 
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work scenarios which have allowed me to be part of important decision-making conversations. 

One of the most important things that I have learned is regarding the intersection of policy and 

practice; scenarios do not always align with how things are written in guidebooks or manuals. I often 

must guide my team or make decisions that may not directly align with protocol, but I have the 

experience to inform my decision-making and ensure that I am supporting students and working 

within my scope as a residence life professional.  

 However, with the introduction of the COVID-19 pandemic, I found myself questioning 

what I knew about crisis management and how universities navigated crises on a large scale. In 

March 2020, as an HRL professional with six years of experience, I had a front-row seat to the 

direct impact of COVID-19 on a residential community and the uncertainty of decision-making 

that was handed down for immediate response. Through this experience, I was able to observe 

the direct reaction of students who were confused, afraid, and needed guidance on how to move 

forward when everything that they had known for more than a semester was suddenly turned 

upside down.  

When my institution decided to move to remote learning in March 2020, I happened to be 

advising an Alternative Student Break trip in Charlotte, North Carolina, focusing specifically on 

the medical needs and responses to lower-income families. From the onset of the trip the students 

were discussing COVID-19, often flippantly and with little regard. Throughout the week-long 

trip, there were rumblings of colleges and universities throughout the United States moving to 

remote learning, and we were waiting for the announcement from our institution to be made. 

Being the sole advisor on this trip, having insider knowledge that the university was set to make 

an announcement any day, and being expected to manage the emotions of twelve student leaders 

was a lot to manage. Little did I know that this experience would be easy when compared to 
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what I would be experiencing from my administrative and response lenses when we returned to 

campus. to be made. Being the sole advisor on this trip, having insider knowledge that the 

university was set to make an announcement any day, and being expected to manage the 

emotions of twelve student leaders was a lot to manage. Little did I know that this experience 

was going to be easily compared to what I would be experiencing from my administrative and 

response lenses when we returned to campus.  

This study developed as a direct result of my active involvement in managing the 

COVID-19 pandemic on a residential campus as a professional staff member. During the initial 

24 months of the pandemic, I was able to observe how the inner workings of a HRL unit 

operated during an unprecedented international crisis event. Based on these observations, I want 

to make sense not only of the role the pandemic had on SHOs, but also how these individuals are 

able to make sense of their own roles, responsibilities, and decision-making during a time of 

constantly changing information and uncertainty. My own feelings of uncertainty, fear, anger, 

and anxiety impacted me as a professional, even though my role consisted of on-site response 

and managing directives from upper administration.  

I wanted to know if those in senior leadership roles had similar experiences and how the 

unprecedented nature of this crisis impacted their response to ensuring that the students who 

lived on campus were cared for and proper protocols were implemented to protect the campus 

community. It is due to the unique response of HRL professionals on campuses that makes 

preparedness a necessity. Higher levels of preparedness support more efficient response and 

recovery (Kruger et al., 2018). This study highlights the importance of sensemaking for SHOs 

specifically during the initial phases of the COVID-19 pandemic. The introduction of the 

COVID-19 pandemic onto the higher education landscape produced unique challenges that 
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faculty and administrators alike had to respond to with little direction, understanding, and 

guidance. As administrators progressed through their own individual sensemaking processes, 

they were able to make decisions to support student safety and education, which in turn informs 

overall decision-making and organizational learning.  

Figure 1 highlights that sensemaking is foundational in the decision-making process and 

the effects of each component on the other. As a decision-maker begins to make sense of their 

current environment, they can utilize their current realities and past decisions to inform their 

decision-making processes. As these decisions are made, a unit or institution can apply those 

decisions in a way that is most beneficial and supports organizational success. These components 

support overall organizational learning and scaffold the response protocols and practices that 

support student growth and learning (Bauman, 2005).  

Figure 1 

Sensemaking and Organizational Learning 
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Reflection and Framing 

 This reflection serves as a starting point for the unique experiences and lived realities of 

HRL professionals to be able to inform best practices in response to crises on campus. In my 

time as a residence life professional during the COVID-19 pandemic, my sensemaking process 

was interrupted due to the constantly changing nature of the disease and the operational changes 
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of my institution. As an entry-level professional, I found it difficult to make sense of the 

directives assigned to me. I found myself wondering what the experiences were like for the 

SHOs who had to not only manage the directives, but also manage the experiences, emotions, 

and questions of their units. As an entry-level professional, my role was organized and governed 

by a specific set of policies and procedures to support the needs of students and mitigate crisis, 

but there was no manual for anyone to address COVID-19 on their campus, let alone manage a 

unit that is consistently asked to mitigate crises among the student population.      

Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks 

The literature surrounding crises in higher education centers on the experiences of 

institutions and the resulting response (Mitroff, 2001; Rollo & Zdziarski, 2020). The objective 

realities of higher education institutions during a crisis are individually unique, specifically 

within the context of crisis management. Coupled with the subjective realities of crisis 

responders and their individual experiences informing decision-making and sensemaking, it is a 

necessity to understand how these two types of realities combine to create effective response 

protocols. With the diversity of professionals at these institutions who are actively making 

decisions in their daily work, it is logical to identify individualized approaches to managing 

crises on campus. The relationship between the institutions and the key stakeholders who 

facilitate decision-making during times of crisis is symbiotic and mutually constituted to ensure 

that the institution functions as normally as possible.  

Decision-making and institutional learning supports returning to normal operations and 

institutional growth. Bauman (2005) stated that institutions of higher education are notorious for 

not engaging in organizational learning, even though they have navigated experiences that 

support program development. However, with the development of technologies, strategies, and 
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changing missions, the incorporation of data to inform decision-making has permeated the higher 

education landscape. Figure 1 highlights the compounding nature of sensemaking, decision-

making, institutional response, and organizational learning. Wei et al. (2020) stated that institutions 

across the United States utilize a myriad of data collection strategies and data reports to inform 

their day-to-day operations and missions to support student success. Even with these 

advancements, institutions are struggling to find ways to incorporate these improvements into 

their crisis management strategies.  

In reference to K-12 education, Chatzipanagiotou and Katsarou (2023) stated that while 

crisis management has been researched along theoretical lines, there is still a significant gap in 

empirical research focusing on educational leadership and overall crisis management practices. A 

similar sentiment exists for higher education leadership and their roles and strategies when 

managing crises. As I discussed in my reflection, witnessing the pause in response from SHOs 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, there is a need to understand not only the process in which 

SHOs made decisions, but also the ways that sensemaking has informed their future practice and 

response to similar crises.  

The social realities of these decision-makers on college campuses are co-constructed with 

the physical realities of institutions and their ability to exist simultaneously and provide the 

foundation necessary for decisions to be made at any given time. These social realities are based 

on specific roles. How an SHO engages with the campus environment is significantly different 

from the way a faculty member engages in the same college campus. This difference is why 

SHOs need to be researched in this way: to understand the fluidity of their role during a 

particular crisis moment due to their proximity to the student experience and how student success 

is supported by living in an on-campus residential environment (de Araujo & Murray, 2010).  
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In this study I highlight the sensemaking processes (Weick, 1995) of SHOs during the 

first two years of the COVID-19 pandemic and how sensemaking supported the decision-making 

and process implementation of crisis mitigation for HRL units. Sensemaking serves an important 

stop on the path to decision-making as it allows an individual to take stock of the environment 

around them, understand their environment, and apply that understanding to make the decision 

(Weick et al., 2005). Sensemaking serves as a cyclical process in which individuals experience, 

gather information, and formulate understanding to inform action (Seligman, 2006). Table 1 

shows Hosoya and Kamioka’s (2018) adaptation of the seven properties of the sensemaking 

cycle that highlights the individual aspects that support the understanding of an outside influence 

and how an individual can come to a conclusion that best supports their realities based on the 

known facts that are presented. 

Table 1 

Seven Properties of Sensemaking 
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Sensemaking provides a reflective space for individuals to assign meaning to experiences 

outside of an individual’s “normal” lived experiences (Weick et al., 2005). SHOs had minimal 

past experiences to be able to make data-driven decisions and participated in decision-making 

that constituted a trial-and-error approach. This approach can be effective, but it is not the most 

efficient way to mitigate crises or support an on-campus population.  

This study has the potential for real-life application and implications to inform and 

change the field of higher education in HRL, crisis response, and crisis management. The 

understanding of how SHOs make, and process decisions regularly provides insight into how 

decisions are made and what tangible paths institutions can take to mitigate poor decision-

making. This study also has the potential to understand a shift in positionality regarding the roles 
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of SHOs and how they take on more administrative tasks and operationalizing directives like that 

of a mid-manager role. 

This study can also showcase the narrative of professionals to understand the impact, 

stressors, and their ability to make sense of their roles, particularly during periods of fast-paced 

movement and uncertainty. With this insight, administrators at all levels would have access to 

further understanding of how professionals responded to a large-scale crisis with minimal and 

changing information. This perspective could inform the future practice of SHOs to encourage 

effective planning and utilize a reference of their past experiences to make the best decisions 

possible in the face of crisis.  

There is also a need to understand the stressors in place and how those experiences were 

navigated to develop a protocol for emergency response. There are numerous competing factors 

in managing a crisis, current and aspiring senior-level administrators need to understand 

decision-making, and the information needed to make the most effective decisions possible 

(Weitz, 2021). The relationship between individuals being able to make sense of their 

experiences and their ability to make decisions based on those experiences is symbiotic, 

particularly regarding crisis management. When an individual can utilize past contexts to inform 

progressive decision-making, decisions are made with more clarity, confidence, and efficiency, 

often resulting in mitigating the problem. SHOs need to be able to make sense of these factors 

quickly to help support institutional success and ensure that the institution can operate as close to 

normal as possible, often resulting in mitigating the problem. SHOs need to be able to make 

sense of these factors quickly to help support institutional success and ensure that the institution 

can operate as close to normal as possible. operate as close to normal as possible.  
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While administrators determine how to move forward, institutions represent and reflect 

on these decisions as the consolidation of administrative actions across campus. The different 

behaviors, actions, and decisions of these individual actors constitute a campus ecological 

environment that is constantly learning from each other, giving directives, and pivoting based on 

the actions and decisions of other units (Renn & Patton, 2011). The goal of this educational 

space is to work cohesively and collaboratively to support students’ education and safety and the 

decision behind achieving these goals develops and supports the overall institutional identities 

and missions (Renn & Patton, 2011). 

 Lastly, an understanding of making a poor decision and needing to pivot and operate 

differently needs to be understood and evaluated to ensure understanding during an ever-

changing climate. Often decisions are made that have a more significant negative impact than 

anticipated, and administrators need to know they must learn and pivot efficiently to mitigate the 

impact. There is a level of resiliency in this process, and administrators must develop this 

resiliency and learning behavior to ensure that they can learn and grow in their role and to show 

up every day to make decisions.  

Several assumptions can be made from the development of this study and frame why 

crisis management is imperative even more now as colleges and universities are returning to 

normal operating procedures after more than four years since the start of the COVID-19 

pandemic. Crises will continue to occur on college campuses, and there is an expectation that 

institutions will respond efficiently and effectively to maintain the safety and well-being of 

students and staff. There is also an assumption that this crisis created a need for further resources 

and support to ensure student success, often beyond what the current administration has in place 

to manage the day-to-day activities of collegiate life. This means that institutions must develop 
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creative responses or alter current programs to support student learning in times of need. Lastly, 

as learning institutions, there is an expectation and need to learn from others and present 

knowledge in a way that is transparent and pertinent. That transparency is the aim of this study to 

demystify the decision-making process, humanize it, and inform the field of higher education to more 

effectively respond to large crises on campuses (Liu et al., 2021).  

Statement of the Problem 

The conversation around COVID-19 in higher education is continuing to grow, but there 

is a significant gap relating to how administrators navigated the unknown and how that has 

shifted practice long-term. With the introduction of the COVID-19 pandemic in the United States 

in March 2020, the literature on the topic is growing daily. Articles are regularly published 

discussing the impacts of COVID-19 on society, ways to treat the disease, the newest variants, 

vaccinations, and transmission.  

The voices of HRL professional staff members are also minimal in the research and 

mostly center on entry-level professionals and resident assistants (Maxwell, 2022). The 

practitioner experience and impact on overall student success is similarly missing in academia 

which leaves significant room for improvement in understanding the key roles of practitioners 

and how their unique roles and perspectives affect the student experience, particularly around 

student success (Bensimon 2007). Bensimon (2007) also stated that practitioners can develop 

“content-dependent knowledge” (p. 458) which allows them to have real-life learning and 

application and the ability to reflect on past experiences to inform decision-making in the future.  

The research on HRL professional staff focuses on the work experiences of entry-level 

professionals, crisis management, work climate, and a mass exodus from higher education 

(Holzweiss & Walker, 2018; Nmah, 2020; Wilson 2008). There is even less research focusing on 
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the roles of SHOs. As key strategic decision makers for their units who are directly responsible 

for the day-to-day lives of students who live on campus, it is imperative to understand the process 

in which SHOs make sense of large-scale crises that impact their on-campus populations, and the 

lessons learned to mitigate future negative impact. These research gaps pose significant problems 

for future practitioners as higher education continues to grow and change alongside its students. 

With the implementation of technology, increase in student support resources, and the evolution 

of diseases, the need to understand crises and how to respond to them effectively is imperative 

for any administrator before, during, and after a crisis has occurred.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to explain the experiences of SHOs during the initial two 

years of the COVID-19 pandemic in relation to crisis management and crisis mitigation. I am 

seeking to understand how the pandemic has impacted the way SHOs make decisions and 

process the changing landscape of higher education. Understanding these experiences of SHOs 

will help to inform future practice and support SHOs as they navigate crisis events on their 

campuses. 

Research Questions 

This study is guided by the following set of research questions: 

1. In what ways have Senior Housing Officers participated in sensemaking of the COVID-

19 pandemic regarding their roles on college campuses? 

2. In what ways did the COVID-19 pandemic inform the roles of Senior Housing Officers 

and how were those experiences reflected in the SHOs’ decision-making process? 

Defining Key Terms 
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I have defined several terms to provide context and insight into how I approached 

framing the research questions and developing this study.  

College and University 

 College and university are used interchangeably throughout this text. Colleges     and 

universities, in this text, are defined as institutions of higher education that support the education 

and development of college students. Particularly, this includes institutions that directly 

experienced the devastating impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting uncertainty of 

how to respond effectively and efficiently.  

Crisis 

The definition of crisis on a college campus is difficult to identify due to the diversity of 

institutional types, geographical location, financial state, and history of crisis response. All these 

factors affect the response to the crisis, how long it continues to influence the campus, and the 

loss of resources, operations, and even loss of life. Crises occur on college campuses when an 

institution’s daily operations are impacted, and there is a significant strain on resources and key 

campus stakeholders (students, staff, faculty, parents, etc.). Crises look different for every 

institution, but often we see the impact of natural disasters, active shooters, financial issues, lack 

of enrollment, and data breaches as crises for campuses. Usually, crises are individual to college 

campuses, but there are instances where a crisis influences campuses across the country to 

implement procedures to avoid similar situations. Even more rarely, there are instances where all 

campuses experience the same crisis phenomena and must develop individual response plans if 

they are not in place already, such as the COVID-19 pandemic.  

A crisis can occur at any time and at any location, and there is a responsibility for 

colleges and universities to respond appropriately to ensure not only the safety of its students, 
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staff, and faculty, but also to ensure that the interruption to the academic environment is 

minimized. Appropriate responses can be supported with administrative familiarity with the local 

campus climate as well as those specific types of crises. For example, some institutions situated 

near the Gulf Coast may have structured and implemented practices that allow them to respond 

appropriately to a hurricane. However, there are instances of these cyclical crises that still find us 

unprepared. Hurricane Katrina brought unprecedented flooding, which impacted the city of New 

Orleans and surrounding parishes. Tulane University was closed for four months post-Katrina to 

repair damage due to flooding, as well as the mandatory evacuation of much of its staff (Rizzuto 

& Maloney, 2008).  

Crisis Management in Higher Education 

 Crisis management in higher education is the process in which institutions identify, plan 

for, prevent, navigate, and learn from external factors that disrupt the day-to-day functions of the 

operational structure (Wang & Higgins, 2010). These actions assist in traversing an uncertain 

landscape and restore institutions to normal operations.  

Types of Crises      

Localized crises are also significant and affect universities on an individual level. Active 

shooters serve as an example of a localized crisis where one institution is impacted now, but the 

effects of the active shooter could continue to impact the higher education landscape. The 

Virginia Tech shootings in 2007 set into motion a strong, nationwide change that encouraged 

institutions to not only prepare themselves but also prepare their staff and students to mitigate the 

impact of an active shooter on campus (Wang & Hutchins, 2010). As we have learned from 

Virginia Tech, communication, timeliness, and response are all areas that colleges and 

universities do not have time to muddle through at the peak of a crisis, and these components, in 
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some form or another, were added to crisis response plans all over the country (Wang & 

Hutchins, 2010). An institution does not have to experience a crisis to demonstrate learning, but 

institutions can make specific adjustments to policies when directly affected by a crisis. 

National crises are instances where campuses all over the United States experience crises 

simultaneously. These types of crises are rare and usually have a devastating impact on 

sustainability and overall operations. One such crisis was the financial crisis of 2008, also known 

as The Great Recession. When the housing bubble burst in 2007, the United States experienced a 

year-and-a-half-long recession, which caused significant losses in jobs, homes, and overall 

savings. Colleges and universities were not exempt from this experience (Varghese, 2009). 

Endowments lost significant value, and many colleges and universities faced closure due to a 

lack of funds and a decrease in enrollment. Due to the recession, it was more cost-effective for 

students to join the workforce once they graduated from high school as college attendance was 

seen as a luxury. This crisis forced institutions of higher education to take an in-depth look at 

their finances and eliminate certain programs and staff to keep their doors open (Varghese, 

2009). 

Mitigation of Crisis in Higher Education 

 Mitigation is the ability for institutions to effectively navigate scenarios to lessen the 

overall negative impact of crises. Mizrak (2024) stated that risk mitigation is the process in 

which decision-makers proactively manage crises utilizing evidence-based decisions focusing on 

the overall sustainability of an institution. The ability for institutions to manage crises effectively 

minimizes the amount of money spent, maintain stakeholder trust in the institution, and develop 

organizational resilience (Mizrak, 20204). 

COVID-19 Pandemic 
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One of the most significant national crises to date is the COVID-19 pandemic; its global 

impact continues to be felt today. Colleges and universities across the country were confronted 

with the flaws of their emergency management plans among many other competing aspects of 

the pandemic (Weitz, 2021). The field of higher education was faced with the safety and health 

of students and staff, remotely delivering academic coursework, loss of funds, purchasing 

resources, and implementing innovative technologies to ensure students could still attend their 

classes (Liu et al., 2021). Administrators found themselves reaching out and communicating with 

colleagues nationwide to discuss current experiences and best practices. One aspect of the 

COVID-19 pandemic that was unexpected was the political nature and polarization that made 

decision-making difficult (Lipscy, 2020; Dodds et al., 2020). There was a constant need to 

manage the expectations of key stakeholders, being inundated with positive and constructive 

feedback, and centering decision-making on doing the best for most people. COVID-19 has 

changed the higher education landscape as we know it and will continue to do so as colleges and 

universities shift to living with COVID-19 and settling into a new way of operating and 

supporting the campus community in their academic success. 

Overall, effective responses on college campuses are paramount to the success and 

continued education of the student body. In the field of higher education, administrators must 

learn and grow alongside the students to ensure that students’ needs are being met regularly. The 

support of administrators in their decision-making process allows them to, in turn, make 

decisions that support the units that they oversee. Transparency in the decision-making process 

allows the institution to grow. Institutions have learned and changed operational functions due to 

large-scale events such as Hurricane Katrina, Virginia Tech, and the financial crisis of 2008. 

COVID-19 has re-opened the conversation about the reactionary response to the crises on 
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college campuses. Institutions encourage the students’ preparedness for exams, graduation, and 

the real world. It is time for institutions to do the same and prepare themselves and their 

administrators to better ensure that we are supporting all stakeholders and doing the work before 

a crisis occurs to mitigate the overall impact on student learning.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

Crisis management in higher education takes on many forms, particularly with the 

diversity of emergencies that can occur at any time on college campuses. Though these 

emergencies can vary in size, scope, and severity, the impact of a crisis can be long-lasting and 

even catastrophic to institutions that are not prepared to manage the post-crisis impact (Liu et al., 

2021). It is important to note that crisis management, as a field of study, has existed since the 

1980s and provides ample context to the importance of response and prevention of crises, 

particularly in business management and healthcare management, particularly in business 

management and healthcare management. , particularly in business management and healthcare 

management.  

The impacts of a crisis can be vast, but institutions prioritize avoiding significant loss 

during a crisis. Wenzel et al. (2020) discussed loss during a crisis and stated that the outcomes of 

diverse types of crises are natural including industry reduction, loss of personnel, and damages to 

infrastructure and resources. These types of losses can devastate the operations of an 

organization, particularly colleges and universities that depend on personnel for day-to-day 

operations, have limited funding, and are already competing for student enrollment. For example, 

Virginia Tech experienced a significant loss of life during the Virginia Tech shootings, which 

resulted in a nationwide effort to prepare institutions for active shooter response, effective 

campus-wide communications, and threat assessment (Deisinger & Scalora, 2016). Crisis 

management reaches much further than recovery; it encompasses the evaluation of the university 

response and protocols and the implementation of the lessons learned before, during, and after 

the crisis has occurred (McIntyre et al., 2012).  
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Higher education institutions are facing emergencies at a growing rate; this may be      

due to natural disasters that occur in various parts of the country or human-fabricated events such 

as active shooters that continue to plague the country in alarming regularity (Schumacher, 2022). 

One such human-fabricated event was the Texas A&M Aggie Bonfire tragedy in 1999. This 

tragedy occurred the night before the annual bonfire event and resulted in the deaths of twelve 

students and twenty-seven injuries when the bonfire structure collapsed due to poor structure 

design (Tachkova, 2020). As a result, Texas A&M was thrown into a media firestorm with 

extended coverage throughout the United States. It was heavily criticized for allowing such a 

crisis to occur and for its overall management of the situation (Gaffey & Barbour, 2018; Tang, 

2000). This incident was among the first to raise intentional questions on crisis responsibility and 

to what degree institutions are responsible for what occur on their respective campuses 

(Treadwell et al. 2020).  

Roles and Responsibilities of Colleges and Universities 

Colleges and universities fulfill various roles for the students they serve, but the 

importance of each role is dependent on each student, parent, or community member. For 

example, students often view colleges as safe spaces to learn, grow, and have fun. Parents may 

view institutions as a space for students to learn and be held accountable while protecting them 

as they navigate the real world. The surrounding community may view the university as an 

economic staple and governing entity, resulting in Town and Gown relationships, which are 

often mutually beneficial. The variety of responsibilities held by colleges and universities require 

responses in many forms and the need to benefit as many stakeholders as possible. Due to the 

reactive nature of higher education concerning crisis response, administrators and universities 
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still have a long way to go to prepare fully for inevitable instances of crises on college campuses 

(Mitroff et al., 2006). 

The Role of Housing and Residence Life on Campus 

Housing and residence life (HRL) units across the United States serve many unique roles 

as crisis managers, role models, event planners, and even as a step-in for parents (In Loco 

Parentis). In Loco Parentis, translated from Latin, means “in the place of a parent” (Lee, 2011). 

Until the 1960s, there was a unique relationship between students and their higher education 

institutions, where the college or university could dictate and regulate the academic and on-

campus life of the students who attended (Lee, 2011). Before 1960, the constitutional rights of 

students were ignored and directive, discipline, and engagement were managed by the institution 

(Lee, 2011). The lack of due process for students was a significant catalyst for the removal of In 

Loco Parentis (Lee, 2011). This introduction of federal laws and reallocation of constitutional 

rights for each student ensured a meaningful change in the relationship between college students 

and the administrators who oversaw their academic success (Lee, 2011). Though the 

student/administrator relationship changed, many aspects of In Loco Parentis still apply, 

especially in HRL, where administrators supervise student conduct, roommate relationships, 

cleanliness, and hygiene and engage in teaching life skills to supplement what is learned in the 

classroom. 

  Due to their proximity to the students who live in the residence halls and the amount of 

time that students spend within those walls, HRL staff are poised to support students through life 

events that occur during their college experience while referring them to appropriate campus or 

community resources. With near constant access and interactions with students, HRL staff work 

to support students through several crises ranging from homesickness, poor academic 
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performance, facilities concerns, and even mental health crises (Blimling, 1999). Blimling 

(1999) stated that as HRL units continued to grow, there were numerous challenges that staff 

would face as the student population continued to diversify; these challenges include the 

intersection of multiculturalism on campus, an increase in mental health needs, campus violence, 

student activism, and facilities management, including aging facilities and building new 

structures that supported students’ wants and needs as higher education entered into the 21st 

century. These aspects of HRL continue to be a point of contention for campuses across the 

country and, in some instances, have created crises that have required unique and nuanced 

responses. Many of these challenges discussed by Blimling (1999) still impact the current state 

of HRL units across the United States. (1999) still impact the current state of HRL units across 

the United States. (1999) still impact the current state of HRL units across the United States.  

Crisis response is a critical aspect of the HRL structure due to the accessibility to students 

outside of the classroom and engaging with them in ways that are more personal and indicative 

of everyday struggles. HRL professionals see students who are homesick, experiencing mental 

health concerns, substance abuse, relationships, and financial struggles, just to name a few. Due 

to the high-stress nature of these experiences, HRL staff are poised to identify, intervene, and 

support students in these various forms of crisis.  

Crisis is managed by all levels of a HRL organizational chart, from the live-in staff 

members (undergraduate staff, graduate staff, professional staff, etc.) to the live-off 

administrative support staff and unit leadership. Each staff member plays a different role in crisis 

management, including the executive directors of these units. They work to strategically develop 

their programs to effectively respond to crises and ensure that the environments housing students 

on campus remain safe for students to learn and grow outside of the classroom. Resident 
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Assistants (RAs) typically serve as first responders and reporters (Golden, 2018), while entry-

level professional live-in staff serve in a role that allows them to provide unique support (such as 

counseling, conflict management, and conflict resolution) to students and staff while also holding 

institutional knowledge that allows them to be key liaisons between emergency personnel, 

campus partners, and their own HRL department (Shell, 2021).   

Crisis management is a crucial component to any HRL department across the United 

States due to the unique environments in which students are in proximity for a significant portion 

of their academic year. These types of environments are susceptible to unique and more frequent 

forms of crisis (fires, mental health concerns, physical altercations, etc.) due to the considerable 

number of students present and how on-campus students experience collegiate life. (Flory, 

2017). The effectiveness of crisis response in the residential setting is imperative to student 

success on campus and to ensure that the residential setting maintains an academically focused 

environment. When disruptive crises are managed effectively, confidence in the institution from 

stakeholders significantly impacts retention, enrollment, and institutional funding (Zdziarski et 

al., 2007). These positive impacts on institutions of higher education (IHEs) are the reason 

prioritizing crisis response on campus and HRL departments is imperative to institutional 

success.  

  This literature review examines the key aspects of crisis management in higher 

education, the introduction of COVID-19 to the higher education landscape, as well as the 

unique role SHOs played in managing COVID-19 in their respective units during the initial and 

recovery phases of the pandemic. Section one identifies the history of crisis management in 

higher education and how the responsibilities of colleges and universities have shifted over time. 

Section one also highlights key crisis events throughout higher education resulting in a shift in 
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operations and practice to better support students and resiliency in academia, while highlighting 

the introduction of threat assessment on campus and overall crisis preparedness. This includes 

specific issues that campuses have faced over time and continue to manage today. 

Section two discusses the status of research about decision-making at the administrative 

level and to what degree institutions make said decisions in a timely and effective manner. 

Effective decision-making should include an array of administrators, centralized and unit-

specific decisions, and the ability to pivot when necessary. Section two also highlights 

administrative decision-making during a crisis and how leaders must be fluid in their practice to 

best understand a crisis and develop a plan on how to manage said crisis. unit-specific decisions, 

and the ability to pivot when necessary. Section two also highlights administrative decision-

making during a crisis and the ways in which leaders must be fluid in their practice to best 

understand a crisis and develop a plan on how to manage said crisis. 

     Section three focuses on the introduction of COVID-19 onto the higher education 

landscape and the collective uncertainty that institutions faced in how to effectively manage this 

crisis with minimal and changing information from the U.S. government. IHEs are still 

experiencing the effects of COVID-19, and this section will continue to discuss those effects and 

how campuses are responding.  

Section four highlights the long-term impact of COVID-19, organizational decision-

making, and the ability to critically analyze the processes and procedures that are in place to 

recover effectively and efficiently across institutions. This includes a discussion of the      

importance of improvement, planning, and overall preparedness an institution must have to 

revert to standard operations. The following literature review sets the foundation for the 

importance of understanding crises on college campuses, the specific roles of SHOs during 
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COVID-19, and the ways in which the pandemic affected the decision-making process. Section 

five focuses on the theoretical framework of this study and highlights the guiding theories of 

sensemaking, particularly during an on-going crisis. sensemaking, particularly during an on-

going crisis.  

History of Crisis Management in Higher Education 

The existence of crises on college campuses in the United States is as old as the first 

institutions of higher education. Early iterations of colleges and universities faced world wars, 

pandemics, financial crises, and the Great Depression, to name a few (Blimling, 1999; Spielman, 

2021; Orr, 1979; Byrnes & Tussing, 1971). Institutions had to find ways to not only keep their 

doors open but also to support their students and ensure that instruction still occurred on campus, 

even if it was to fewer students. With the introduction of In Loco Parentis (in lieu of parent) in 

1913, colleges and universities had a responsibility to support the overall physical, educational, 

and mental well-being of their students (Blimling, 1999). This shift in operational management 

has shaped the way higher education looks today and largely guides the responses of institutions 

that directly threaten the wellness of students.  

The Spanish Flu 

One such crisis that challenged higher education was the Spanish Flu, which was 

introduced in 1918 in a small Kansas town in the United States (Tsoucalas et al., 2016). The 

Spanish Flu spread quickly from military members and spread in three waves, which decimated 

communities all over the world. (Tsoucalas et al., 2016). This disease was so severe that when it 

arrived in Greece, the Hellenic Ministry of Internal Affairs released a statement and guidance on 

minimizing the spread of this flu (Tsoucalas et al., 2016). That telegram announcement 

prioritized educating the public about the flu but also discussed ways to lessen the contamination 
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of individuals; closing all schools was just one way that was suggested to do so (Tsoucalas et al., 

2016).  

 The Spanish Flu forced some institutions to shut down common areas such as dining 

halls, theatres, and other areas that allowed for large groups of students to gather while others 

chose to close their doors until the threat of the Spanish Flu had passed, particularly in the United 

States (Zhu, 2023). Colleges and universities were forced to revert to survival mode to be able to 

tell their tale once the two-year pandemic had passed, and full attention could be given by faculty 

and students alike to academic life on campus.  

The World Wars 

The World Wars posed a particular challenge to American higher education as it 

minimized the pool to recruit students, and colleges and universities faced financial concerns 

with a lack of individuals who chose to serve their country over enrolling in college (Taylor, 

2018). World War I catalyzed government involvement in higher education, and colleges and 

universities sought out government assistance with funding until enrollment raised enough that 

IHEs could continue to function on their own (Taylor, 2018). The role of colleges and 

universities also changed to support research and the development of projects that supported the 

war efforts, including turning campus buildings into laboratories and factories (Taylor, 2018).  

World War II posed an interesting challenge to the higher education landscape as male 

faculty were drafted into service; class sizes grew to accommodate the number of female 

students entering higher education due to the number of enlisted military members increasing 

(Orr, 1979). This imbalance caused a crisis that had to be rectified to support student 

matriculation and support the shifting roles of universities as places of learning to places of 

industry and war-time support (Tierney, 2021).  
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Contemporary Crisis Management in Higher Education 

As higher education continues to evolve and adapts to meet the needs of students, IHEs 

must also be able to maneuver the diverse array of crises across the country (Mitroff et al., 2006). 

Hurricane Katrina, the Virginia Tech shootings, September 11th, 2001, administrative 

mismanagement of tuition in for-profit institutions, and most recently, the COVID-19 pandemic 

serves as a few examples. Catullo et al. (2009) found that the five most reported incidents of 

crisis that occurred at NASPA (Student Affairs Administrators in Higher Education) member 

institutions included student death (90.3%), fire (90%), infectious diseases (87%), suicide 

(86.4%), and evacuation of facilities (86.4%). These five incident types serve as a foundation for 

institutional planning but do not serve as an exhaustive list, as each institution has unique 

characteristics that impact the probability of crises on its campus. There is a significant gap in 

the literature from approximately 2009 to 2020, which coincides with the shootings at Virginia 

Tech to the introduction of COVID-19. The depth of research at the end of the 2009-2020 range 

is a result of significant crises that institutions learn from and then share that information with 

their peers.  

It is also important to note that while preparedness helps universities navigate crises, 

there are no methods that completely relieve the negative impact of crises on campus. 

Administrators cannot adequately prepare for the impact of human error, developing situations, 

or unknown factors that manipulate the ongoing nature of crises. However, proactive evaluation, 

assessment, and practical implementation can position institutions to respond in the most 

effective way possible with the information that is available (Brennan & Shah, 2000).  

Administrative Decision-Making at the Time of Crisis 
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In the university setting, administrators are regularly faced with scenarios in which decisions 

need to be made in a manner that is both expedited and considerate of the collegiate 

environment. Decision-making behavior in an organizational setting is a direct function of its 

environment and particularly the uncertainty of given scenarios that directly impact the decision-

makers (Conrath, 1967). This includes decisions on day-to-day operations as well as long-term 

strategic planning and ensuring an educational environment conducive to learning. Just as the 

importance of strategic planning is necessary for continual operation, planning for short- and 

long-term crises is needed for institutions to be resilient and survive these crises (Foster & Smith, 

2015).  

SHOs of residential life offices are no different. Their day-to-day roles include fiscal 

management, department-wide strategic planning, facilities management, and maintaining a safe, 

secure, and welcoming environment (Ptomey, 1990). SHOs often must respond quickly and 

efficiently to ongoing issues that are as diverse as the students they house. The decision-making 

behavior of SHOs is unique not only due to the diversity of units they oversee but also the swift 

nature in which those decisions need to be made. This is, again, due to the direct impact of the 

demanding environment of HRL and to the critical thinking needed to support student success 

(Conrath, 1967).  

Kiltz (2009) discussed critical thinking skills among individuals responsible for decision-

making in Homeland Security, and many parallels can be drawn for SHOs making decisions at 

IHE. Kiltz (2009) stated that “higher-level thinking and reasoning abilities” (p. 1) are imperative 

for the success of individuals in crisis management work. Due to the strenuous nature of 

emergency response scenarios, administrators who can think quickly and efficiently navigate 

large pools of information, and apply knowledge are more likely to guide institutions effectively. 
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Failure to utilize these skills could lead to further loss of operations, discontinuation of 

classroom operations, loss of financial stability, and even loss of life (Kiltz, 2009). Skill-based 

training in conjunction with crisis response efforts can be utilized as a priority to enhance 

awareness and contribute to the knowledge of key stakeholders involved in managing crises on 

college campuses (Wang & Hutchins, 2010). This is seen across the United States and the study 

of student housing staff (resident assistants) and entry-level professional housing staff (hall 

directors, residence life coordinators, etc.). These staff members are often trained on specific 

crisis response protocol, including response to incidents involving drugs and alcohol, suicidal 

behaviors and other mental health concerns, risky behavior intervention, and overall emotional 

and physical wellness (Blimling, 1999). When the effort is put forth to preemptively educate 

decision-makers on current, ongoing crises, institutional-specific crises, and successful practices, 

these individuals could be better prepared to manage the unexpected and fast-paced nature of 

emergency response.  

Rayburn et al. (2021) found that even though students understand of the fact that crises occur 

and are often unexpected, institutions also have a responsibility to effectively plan for crises to 

ensure continuous operation and mitigate the negative impact on the campus community. HRL 

staff also have a unique responsibility to ensure that students have a point of contact to connect 

with that will, in turn, direct them to the appropriate campus resource for their needs. Due to the 

first-responder nature of student affairs professionals, specifically housing staff, IHE need to be 

proactive in their planning processes to effectively prepare staff for potentially dangerous and 

fast-paced situations to occur. housing staff, IHE need to be proactive in their planning processes 

to effectively prepare staff for potentially dangerous and fast-paced situations to occur.  
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Wooten and James (2008) identified key phases of the crisis management model and the need 

for SHOs to play a primary role in each individual phase. These phases include sensemaking, 

navigating pressured decision-making, being a champion of the institutional recovery process, 

and ensuring that decisions are made with the use of institutional knowledge and integrity. With 

the weight of the decisions impacting many constituents in the collegiate community, the 

pressures involved can be overwhelming and convoluted. Therefore, it would benefit institutions 

to actively support the training and development of key administrators in all areas of crisis 

response. If the key stakeholders are prepared to make effective decisions from an institutional 

response, then the institution is more likely to recover in a more efficient manner (Wang & 

Hutchins, 2010).  

The shootings at Virginia Tech revealed the level at which IHEs were under-prepared to 

respond to large-scale instances of crisis and showcased deficiencies in colleges and universities 

across the country are experiencing (Wang & Hutchins, 2010). One such deficiency was the lack 

of structured public mental health agencies needed to respond to such tragic incidents and 

potentially prevent those living with mental health disabilities from harming others (Davies, 

2008). Without the appropriate resources to refer individuals to in times of need, some 

individuals may resort to various forms of violence to cope with their current mental states. A 

second area that needed to be identified and addressed was the threat assessment and 

management of students on campus who could potentially be identified as dangerous individuals 

to the campus community (Davies, 2008). There were numerous incidents of concerning 

behavior from the shooter, and the campus care team and other members of the campus 

community failed to address the reported concerning behaviors and were not able to intervene 

before the shootings took place (Wang & Hutchins, 2010). One last area of deficiency by the 
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Virginia Tech response team was the lack of urgency and notification to the campus community 

at the time of the shooting, resulting in students entering dangerous areas and confusion for many 

campus stakeholders (Davies, 2008). Overall, there was a lack of leadership and coordination, 

consistent and accurate communication, and training for emergency protocol practitioners on 

campus (Davies, 2008).  

A study by Cannon (2016) reported that university campus shootings have increased 153% 

from the 2001-02 academic year to the 2015-16 academic year with 121 of the total 191 

shootings occurring in the southeast region of the United States. This alarming statistic is just 

one of many instances where the number of campus crises are increasing, regardless of the level 

of preparedness on college campuses. 

Administrative decision-making in a crisis can be one of the hardest things an administrator 

will have to do. However, the mindset that a certain crisis scenario “could never happen here” is 

one of the most significant mistakes an administrator can make (Mitroff et al., 2006). Kiltz 

(2009) highlights September 11, 2001, and Hurricane Katrina as key examples where 

information was made available before the crisis occurred, and because that information was not 

utilized in the most appropriate way, significant impact, damage, and loss of life occurred that 

could have potentially been avoided. These are scenarios that IHEs need to avoid because it is 

better to be over-prepared and not have to utilize plans and resources than to be caught in a 

scenario where little can be done until much of the crisis is over.  

Congruent Crisis  

An interesting and often unique phenomenon that occurs during emergencies is congruent 

crises. These are smaller crises that are a direct result of larger crises, such as rumors, financial 

repercussions, and many others. These instances are known as compounded crises and often take 
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a further toll on a staff’s capacity to respond effectively during an ongoing crisis (Slagle et al., 

2021). Hurricane Katrina serves as a key example of a compounded crisis as the hurricane served 

as only a small portion of what set the city up for such a disastrous situation to occur (Moynihan, 

2009). Due to the poorly designed and maintained flood protection system (person-made), the 

water retention was poor. It led to mass flooding causing a devastating loss of life and property 

that neither the city nor country were prepared to experience. A significant hurricane resulting in 

the loss of life and property, nationwide media coverage, and evacuations of civilians all 

contributed to a scenario that the city of New Orleans was not prepared to handle; the recovery 

process was long, and it took several years to return to a sense of normalcy (Moynihan, 2009). 

However, the toll and trauma that the citizens of New Orleans experienced still exist today and 

continue to inform infrastructure decision-making throughout the city. 

Islam et al. (2022) also identified a unique congruent crisis experience that many 

institutions navigated with varying success during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement gained significant momentum during the pandemic for 

many reasons, such as the murder of George Floyd and the disproportionate impact of COVID-

19 on black communities and individuals. Alongside COVID-19 response task forces, 

institutions convened diversity, equity, and inclusion response teams to address the overall 

support, experiences, and matriculation of minority students on their campuses. These congruent 

crises spread thin the morale of key staff members while facing constant scrutiny from various 

stakeholders and their demand for change.  

As shown in Figure 1, Jacques (2007) highlighted a crisis management model that centers on 

prevention, preparedness, and management of crises. Just as congruent crises can occur, the four 

highlighted aspects of crisis management also can and should happen simultaneously to avoid 
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worsening a crisis and mitigate the overall negative outcomes on the campus population. This 

model is one of many that highlights the need for effective crisis response, as well as evaluating 

and implementing learning from the overall emergency response process. 

Figure 2 

Relational Model of Crisis Management  

 

Crisis on college campuses is not a new phenomenon, and as discussed earlier in this 

chapter, higher education has been plagued with various forms of emergencies since the 

installation of Harvard in the late 1800s. Navigating these scenarios effectively is important to 

mitigate the number of casualties on campus, reducing the number of resources that are utilized, 

and ensuring that the staff is supported for instruction to continue (Ewing, 2021). From various 

forms of war, financial crises, pandemics, and person-made emergencies, IHEs have various 

roles that morph due to the type of crisis as well as have the responsibility to ensure that students 

remain safe and can continue with their academics (Wang & Hutchins, 2010). Administrative 

decision-making is consistently challenged during a crisis, but none more so than during the 
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initial phases of the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020. The challenges and experiences of 

senior administrators during the COVID-19 pandemic were significant in a way that has shifted 

the higher education landscape and challenged a way of operation that had not been challenged 

before. From remote learning to virtual social interactions in the residence halls, the pandemic 

changed the foundational operational practices of colleges and universities. Being able to 

appropriately process these experiences and use them to promote organizational learning is a key 

component of success for administrators across the United States.  

Introduction of COVID-19 into the Higher Education Landscape 

With the documented introduction of COVID-19 in the United States in January 2020 

and the resulting declaration of COVID-19 as a pandemic in February 2020, states were faced 

with a decision to issue stay-at-home orders to minimize the spread of COVID-19 (Kara, 2021; 

Gonzalez et al., 2020; Treve, 2021; Karakose, 2021). This forced colleges and universities to 

look at their current protocols, procedures, and expectations to develop a plan to not only keep 

their students safe, but to also ensure that campuses were operational, instruction could be 

sustained, and that students had an accessible means to attend. The COVID-19 pandemic 

provided many significant hurdles for colleges and universities to overcome that made decision-

making exceptionally difficult for campus administrators, which resulted in limited information 

to operationalize directions and formulate action plans (Christianson & Barton, 2021).  

With the ongoing developments and impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on colleges and 

universities across the United States, top-ranking administrators are facing a new reality that has 

shifted the traditional day-to-day operations of their institutions. Administrators did not know 

they would be facing the changing landscape of a global pandemic that shook the foundations on 

which colleges have operated for decades. The COVID-19 pandemic affected colleges and 
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universities uniquely at such a large magnitude that it all but halted the normal day-to-day 

operations of colleges and universities across the country (Miller, 2021). Institutions were 

looking to peer institutions for best and worst practices, pivoting when plans did not come to 

fruition, and often instilling changes based on the feedback given from key stakeholders (Miller, 

2021). 

With the unknown and unprecedented nature of COVID-19, there are still significant 

gaps in the literature that have not been filled because research has yet to occur to help make 

sense of the COVID-19 phenomena. Due to these gaps, administrators utilized whatever 

information that was available to provide a quick response (Marshall et al., 2020). This resulted 

in significant barriers to managing the pandemic on college campuses. The first hurdle was the 

ever-changing nature of the pandemic that provided incomplete (or even contradictory) 

information, sometimes hourly (Christianson & Barton, 2021). This often left administrators 

constantly changing plans and communication with students, faculty, and staff. This nonlinear 

process allowed for significant room for error and did not set the institutions up for success. 

Second, there was a lack of resources to ensure that students could continue their education, such 

as home internet access, adequate technology to facilitate online coursework, and adequate 

faculty training on effective facilitation of course materials (Gurung, 2021). Lastly, colleges and 

universities had to manage the expectations of key stakeholders, especially during a politically 

charged pandemic (Johnson et al., 2021). With students, parents, staff, and community members 

providing consistent feedback, colleges and universities could not make decisions that pleased all 

involved. Disagreements and differing opinions are not new to the higher education landscape, 

but with the extenuating circumstances of the pandemic, fear and anger provided solid ground 

for significant feedback. There was a constant balance of risk, liability, and realistic expectations 
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that prevented administrators from making sense of their current reality, or at least was delayed 

significantly due to the amount of information, stimuli, and fatigue that delineated from the 

sensemaking process (Rubin & de Vries, 2020).  

Angeli and Montefusco (2020) discussed sensemaking and COVID-19 from an 

organizational lens and posited that the decision-making that occurred during the height of the 

COVID-19 pandemic is “inherently inaccurate and short-sighted” (p. 1). The unknown factors of 

the pandemic and the constantly changing information released by the U.S. government and the 

Centers for Disease Control provided an unstable framework in which to make decisions and 

lead to uninformed or partially informed decisions, though they were necessary at the time.  As 

institutions of higher education continued to operate through the unknown and ever-changing 

landscape, there was little time for sensemaking or even processing the COVID-19 pandemic on 

both their personal and professional lives.  

Administrative Decision-Making During Normal Operations 

Decision-making during a crisis often differs significantly from times when an institution 

is exercising traditional day-to-day operations in a few key ways. First, the amount of time that it 

takes for a decision to be made and implemented is significantly reduced during a time of crisis 

(Higgins & Freedman, 2013). This is due to the fast-paced nature of a crisis and the continuously 

changing nature of an emergency. Day-to-day decision-making often takes much longer, has 

more voices at the table providing insight, and includes overarching bureaucratic guidelines that 

govern academic life on campus (Conrath, 1967). Second, the ability to research and inquire 

about similar programs or decisions from peer departments (or even peer institutions) is 

encouraged to set the institution up for success. This strategy may be limited or impossible 

during a time of crisis where decisions must be made in a short amount of time (Conrath, 1967).  



 
 

 52  
 

     Lastly, decision-making during traditional operations allows various stakeholders to 

be presented with the potential change, provide feedback, and agree or disagree with the 

proposed idea (Freeman et al., 2021). This aspect could hinder a decision being made, but it 

could also allow for valuable insight that otherwise would not be available during a fast-paced 

emergency. There is significant value in the added perspectives of stakeholders to add context to 

an unknown situation (Freeman et al., 2021).  

With the competing priorities of IHEs across the United States, it is logical for 

administrators to take a critical approach when evaluating the decision-making process and many 

competing priorities (Liberatore & Nydick, 1997). It is administrators’ responsibility to make 

decisions that positively affect their students and their units and ensure that the university 

mission is upheld, even with competing variables. During a crisis, day-to-day decisions do not 

disappear; they simply shift around in the list of priorities and administrators must provide 

guidance, assurance, and resiliency to lead the institution through the learning process.  

One key aspect of higher education is the practice of shared governance. According to 

Leach (2008), shared governance is a form of democratic decision-making that allows both the 

academic identity of an institution and the administrative identity to govern the day-to-day 

operations of an institution. The balance between these two entities can be uneven at times, but it 

is imperative for these two functional components to come together to develop the best processes 

moving forward to support the academic and functional lives of students, staff, and faculty 

(Leach, 2008). However, crises that occur on college campuses often shift priorities and cause 

shared governance to re-evaluate and prioritize diverse needs. One such crisis was the COVID-

19 pandemic and the shift to ensuring academic instruction still occurred while also managing 

potential drops in enrollment and the safety of the campus community (Scott, 2020). 
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Administrative Decision-Making During the COVID-19 Pandemic  

With the introduction of the COVID-19 pandemic into IHE, administrators were faced with 

likely one of the hardest decisions that they have ever had to make: in what ways they were to 

continue to operate in the fall of 2020 after many institutions either closed or pivoted to online 

learning in spring of 2020 (Weitz et al. 2021). Over the summer months of 2020, institutions 

across the country found themselves grappling with many decisions that ultimately would have 

considerable feedback from key stakeholders and administrators. One of the most significant 

decisions included three options: continue in-person classes, transition to purely online/remote 

learning, or develop a hybrid model that could accommodate a larger number of students (Weitz 

et al. 2021). Administrators were faced with these decisions knowing that the overall outcome 

could severely impact the institutional bottom line, which for institutions that do not have 

substantial reserves, could be the difference between remaining open or closing their doors for 

good (Weitz et al., 2021). With the unprecedented and unique aspects of COVID-19, little 

guidance was available for institutions to make decisions, but they had to make one and then 

justify the decision (Weitz et al., 2021). It is likely that due to the political nature of COVID-19 

in the United States, institutions found themselves having to not only justify their decisions but 

to do so in a way that was not polarizing and focused on the overall health and well-being of 

students while balancing economic risks (Weitz et al., 2021).  

Decision-making during the COVID-19 pandemic was faced with regular extenuating 

circumstances that did not allow SHOs to respond appropriately in a linear way. Even if plans or 

protocols were in place, administrators had to pivot and develop creative pathways with no true 

precedent in which to make these decisions (Miller, 2021). This is due to the constantly changing 
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directives by the United States government, maintaining sanitizing procedures, and keeping the 

health and wellness of students in the forefront. 

 Miller (2021) also suggested that the IHEs have had a pattern of maintaining tradition and 

following the idea of precedent in many areas of collegiate life and often does not stray from the 

paths that guided them to where they are today. These precedents may not be the best avenue to 

develop diverse and effective crisis response protocols, so it will prove more productive to 

identify key crises and develop a response strategy that is simple, able to be practiced, and 

flexible at the time of implementation.  

One aspect of crisis management that made itself known during the pandemic was the 

concept of containment. Not only containing the crisis but also containing the spread of COVID-

19 among students, staff, and the campus community. The COVID-19 pandemic served as a dual 

containment event as IHEs are constantly attempting to contain the spread of COVID-19 to 

mitigate the impact, as well as containing the narrative of what is occurring on campus 

(Zdziarski, 2001). This unique aspect disrupted not only daily operations but also traditional 

decision-making. SHOs faced a unique challenge with the proximity of students within the 

residence halls and the extended amount of time that students spent in their respective homes. 

The pandemic has forced administrators to think in a way that they have not had to before as well 

as diversify their responses to a constantly changing landscape (Lemione & Richardson, 2020). 

This includes the communication of decisions as well as the rationale as to why an institution has 

chosen to operate in that way (Xi-bo et al., 2012).  

Mitroff et al., (2006) discussed the importance of the before, during, and after phases of a 

crisis and the importance of decision-making occurring during all three phases. Not making 

effective decisions during each crisis phase could severely limit an institution’s ability to recover 
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efficiently after a post-crisis. This includes prevention strategies before a crisis, real-time 

decisions during a crisis, and effective assessment post-crisis (Mitroff et al., 2006). The need to 

display learning post-crisis is becoming more important as institutions are continuously being 

held accountable not only by key stakeholders such as staff and students, but parents as well. 

Institutions’ reputations continue to be at risk as a poor response in times of crisis indicates to 

outside stakeholders that the institution is not adequately prepared to keep its community safe 

(Mitroff et al., 2006).  

It is important to note that for the administrators who are making these decisions for their 

university, there is never going to be a perfect response as no crisis occurs in the way that it is 

expected to (Mitroff et al., 2006). It is because of this unpredictability that institutions should 

attempt to plan for as much as possible and remain flexible to change decisions during times of 

crisis to respond in an efficient manner (Lemione & Richardson, 2020).  

Residence Life Landscape During COVID-19 

Housing and residence life units across the country have many similarities in how they 

function daily. The main goals of HRL departments focus on fundamental elements of student 

success, including safety and security, social connectivity, and providing a living environment 

that is conducive to academic learning (Sawyer, 2012). Though many HRL professional staff 

experience similar training practices, on-call events, and day-to-day administrative work, the 

diversity of these experiences is unique to institution type, location, student population, and 

financial situations (Sawyer, 2012). With the documented introduction of COVID-19 in the 

United States in January 2020, HRL staff and SHOs experienced the pandemic in a way that 

shifted priorities and challenged the culture of HRL in every way.  
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 As a conduit for social interaction, HRL struggled to maneuver through social distancing 

directives, students living in proximity, and developing protocols allowing for students to rest in 

quarantine housing to minimize the spread (COVID-19 Response Survey #3 Results, 2020). 

Students were living in residence halls across the country when their education was still largely 

online, which resulted in HRL staff developing creative ways to engage with students and 

support their social and personal well-being (Future of Housing Work Group Considerations for 

Practice During COVID-19, 2020). HRL staff also found themselves faced with unique role 

changes that resulted in many professionals leaving HRL in search of more consistent work 

schedules and a better work/life balance. Some roles included food delivery from dining 

services, quarantine housing management, contact tracing, adjudicating conduct referrals for 

students refusing to wear masks, and even packing up and shipping students’ belongings to their 

permanent addresses (COVID-19 Response Survey #3 Results, 2020). Many HRL units and staff 

experienced a true nod to other duties as assigned and managed to fill the gaps to support student 

success (COVID-19 Response Survey #3 Results, 2020). 

 SHOs also experienced many challenges in deciding how to best move their department 

forward and operate in ways that were supportive of institutional directives and conducive to the 

new reality the department was living in the face of a pandemic. SHOs focused on large-scale 

operational changes and managing fallout among their teams. Identifying and managing 

quarantine housing, developing COVID-19 response hotlines, room and board refund 

management, and developing strategic plans for minimizing on-campus occupancy to 

accommodate new safety regulations that had been put in place are all ways in which HRL units 

operated differently to navigate the COVID-19 pandemic. In many ways, SHOs became a mid-

manager between Senior Level Administrators (SLAs) and their units, passing down directives 
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and developing avenues in which to fulfill those directives. It is key to understanding this shift in 

roles to better plan for crises in the future but also ensure that sensemaking is taking place to 

better utilize past experiences to address later crises.  

Potential Effects of COVID-19 on College Campuses  

  The true impact of COVID-19 on the higher education landscape is yet to be seen, but 

colleges and universities have already learned and adapted to live in the current iteration of the 

pandemic. Institutions were forced to respond in unprecedented and unique ways, including 

halting operations, adjusting to exclusively online teaching formats, and making significant 

withdrawals from reserves or savings to sustain these new operations (Miller, 2021). Miller 

(2021) also posed the following question: “How do these organizations emerge from the impact 

of COVID-19?” (p. 84). The need to identify the level of learning “post” pandemic to better 

prepare institutions for similar scenarios is necessary to avoid similar feelings of uncertainty and 

poor decision-making in the future (Miller, 2021). These seismic shifts have potentially changed 

the higher education landscape as we have known it for years and will continue to do so in the 

near future. Whether COVID-19 fades from the national stage or the more likely scenario of 

adjusting to COVID-19 as we have adjusted to the flu, the institutional operation of IHE needs to 

morph and adapt to support continued education. As students continue to take a more active role 

in their education and with the consumption of news and media easily accessible through social 

media, certain expectations are unspoken in the relationship between students and 

administration. Slagle et al. (2021) found that students fully expect IHE to be adequately 

prepared to manage crises and ensure that students can still engage in their education. Slagle et 

al. (2021) also found five specific expectations or themes that students feel that their university is 

responsible for meeting: developing plans of action, effective communication, exhibiting care 
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and concern for their students, adequate and plentiful resources and support, and most notably, 

continuity of learning during a crisis.  

These five expectations mean that there is a significant responsibility for the university to 

ensure that daily operations continue as close to normal as possible. This includes providing the 

proper training for faculty and staff; active and open communication of plans both before, 

during, and after a crisis; and effective assessment to ensure that the most effective plans are put 

into place. These expectations are vital as Rayburn et al. (2021) noted:       

When asked what they would prefer to see from universities in the future, students 

offered no leniency; the university is ultimately responsible for the development of 

policies, procedures, and systems designed to ensure faculty can do their jobs and 

students can continue to learn as effectively during a crisis as they did beforehand. (p. 

248) 

It is likely that as institutions continue to operate, they will be held accountable for the safety, 

continuation, and sustainability of their institution. 

Recovery from COVID-19 in Higher Education 

Recovery serves a key role in the restoration of normal operations and can be as minute 

as debris clean-up or as significant as rebuilding depleted funds (Foster & Smith, 2015). COVID-

19 has sent shock waves throughout IHEs, and colleges and universities still have not seen all the 

effects that are to come. Administrators will continue to face enrollment concerns, financial 

struggles, and other unforeseen challenges. This view of institutional recovery continues to 

reinforce the notion that a reactionary response is no longer appropriate or productive. Rubin 

(2009) shares that the consequences of continued reactionary responses will increasingly limit 

the educational context and capacity for the creation of an efficient learning environment for 
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students and provide fewer opportunities for efficient recovery practices that severely limit the 

normal operations of an institution. This lack of knowledge seems to not allow an institution to 

operate in a manner that is recovering and committed to continual education (Rubin, 2009). 

COVID-19 research could also be better informed by the analysis of post-crisis institutional 

responses to preparedness both before and after a crisis (Slagle et al., 2021). 

 Recovering from a crisis looks quite different depending on the institutional type and the 

way the COVID-19 pandemic impacted their day-to-day operations. Colleges and universities 

must identify ways to effectively evaluate their students’ learning and manage the ever-changing 

political climate including travel bans, COVID-19 testing, and quarantine regulations. IHE also 

had to find ways to maintain the well-being of students and staff who were experiencing constant 

anxieties and stressors that affected their everyday lives (El Masri & Sabzalieva, 2020). These 

hurdles forced colleges and universities to think outside of the box when it came to their 

recovery plans and find ways to maintain not only the integrity of the school but also the well-

being and success of the campus community.  

Short-term Recovery in Higher Education 

Short-term recovery came to fruition almost immediately for institutions across the United 

States as the mounting pressure from key stakeholders, most notably students and parents, began 

to make themselves known. Along with this type of recovery, colleges and universities faced the 

constant mitigation of factors of COVID-19 that threatened the status quo of collegiate life 

(Mayadas et al. 2009). IHEs were faced with the difficult decision to allow in-person instruction 

or continue to operate remotely, often without the infrastructure to navigate this transition 

successfully. Mayadas et al. (2009) stated that online learning is very much a staple in modern 

education, and there is no end in sight. With that, colleges and universities had to invest 
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significant funds to outfit the campus community with the correct software to update      

classrooms to be functional in an online capacity, and in some cases, even provide laptops and 

internet to students who did not possess those capabilities. SHOs faced short-term recovery in 

interesting ways, including maintaining health and safety standards, retaining staff, working to 

develop students’ overall wellness, and fiscally managing their resources. There was a need to 

provide as much “stability” as possible for students still actively engaged in a pandemic and 

finding ways to enhance their experience with few resources and even fewer avenues of 

engagement (Future of Housing Work Group Considerations for Practice during COVID-19, 

2020). 

IHEs were also faced with ensuring that the impact on enrollment was minimized, and that 

the quality of education remained intact. Colleges and universities expected a decline in 

enrollment with many institutions experiencing exactly that (Prescott, 2021). Short-term 

recovery included strategic planning and implementing processes that allowed potential students 

to still experience campus life, albeit from a virtual lens. This also included refunding students 

for housing, dining, and other campus life fees to show goodwill to current students and their 

parents. This helped to make the transition easier for students and parents while buying time for 

colleges and universities to develop plans for the 2020-2021 academic year. Short-term recovery 

also happened at universities where students were able to return to campus, though they still 

participated in online learning. IHEs had to facilitate an on-campus experience while also 

managing infection rates and assisting in student safety (Bozkurt, 2022). This resulted in new 

protocols that staff and faculty had to institute overnight and learn new ways of operation that 

often directly contradicted established policy. This also forced campus staff to acclimate to a 
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new way of operating when unsolvable was a far-off concept (Mayadas et al. 2009). 2009). 

2009).  

Finally, colleges and universities faced significant financial hardships that not only impacted 

the school’s bottom line but also stretched reserves and endowments in unprecedented ways. 

Many IHEs faced layoffs or furloughs that affected employees all over the country. For some, 

these furloughs included short-term time away from the university, and for others, which meant 

that they would work and be paid for one less day each month. With these changes looming and 

becoming more likely with each passing day, colleges and universities had to pivot to ensure that 

classroom instruction and the collegiate experience still occurred.        

Long-term Recovery in Higher Education 

Long-term recovery (LTR) is an aspect of crisis management that is often neglected by IHE 

and is impacted by numerous factors (Rubin, 2009). Islam et al. (2022) found three main 

inhibitors to learning during the COVID-19 pandemic, which impacted the overall institutional 

operations: information overload, inconsistency, and lack of information; lack of documentation 

and reflection; and administrative structure and hierarchy. The amount of information that was 

distributed during the pandemic was enough to send traditional response protocols spinning and 

did not allow administrators to make informed decisions, especially with different reputable 

entities such as the Centers for Disease Control (CDC), politicians, and other health 

organizations providing guidance that differed and often rivaled each other (Islam et al., 2022). 

Institutions and decision-making administrators learned quickly that it was imperative to utilize 

credible resources and heed suggestions and recommendations to make the most informed 

decisions possible. A positive impact of the pandemic is that institutions have now experienced 
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such a severe, fast paced, and altering experience, they are better equipped to navigate the noise 

and pick out key pieces of information needed to make decisions.  

Due to the fast-paced nature of the pandemic, administrators found little time to document 

and reflect on their decisions, processes, and feedback from stakeholders across the campus 

community (Burch et al., 2022). One aspect of LTR is that many institutions found themselves 

planning and then pivoting less than 24 hours later in response to community pushback or new 

guidance from the CDC. With little time to think and reflect on the potential impact or actively 

weigh the pros and cons of certain scenarios, institutions learned the importance of reflection and 

identifying ways that individuals from all backgrounds may be impacted by their decisions 

(Conrath, 1967). Now more than ever IHEs are diversifying their student demographic, and 

COVID-19 showed that there is no longer a “one size fits all” approach that will support the 

overall success of an institution and the students they serve.  

Another aspect of LTR that many institutions did not anticipate was the influx of students 

who would be attending college in the years after the initial impacts of COVID-19. Colleges and 

universities had to plan for ways to engage students who had a year or more of online instruction 

and minimal social engagement. Additionally, most colleges and universities have specialized 

programming for first year students that positively affects retention and helps matriculate 

students into college. There was a need to ensure that students who had experienced a 

nontraditional senior year of high school and first year of college still connected in a way that 

was meaningful and supported their success on campus. This not only supported student growth 

but also enhanced the long-term recovery of the institution to aid retention numbers.       

Islam et al. (2022) identified administrative structure and hierarchy as a hindrance to learning 

and reinforced the need for institutions to find clear lines of communication and simple chains of 
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command that allow changes to be implemented immediately and effectively. This could lead 

institutions to invest in creating positions solely responsible for developing crisis response 

protocols, meeting regularly with a crisis response team, and offering suggestions to the 

president, board of trustees, and other key stakeholders to approve appropriate ways to move 

forward. SHOs have a unique role once again in LTR due to the auxiliary funds that are earned 

every year.  

A long-term impact on IHE could be a more strategic focus on a crisis response infrastructure 

and the need for many institutions to avoid being caught unprepared in the future if a similar 

incident occurs again. Conversations concerning response efforts must be consistent and robust 

to plan, prepare, and communicate the intentions to the campus community.  

The COVID-19 pandemic continues to challenge IHEs with the shifting priorities of 

government entities, the evolution of COVID-19 variants, and the fear that another widespread 

variant could push institutions to respond in a way that is both unpopular and controversial. 

However, experiential learning is a powerful component of higher education, and regardless of 

pitfalls or errors made since 2020, colleges and universities have access to much more 

information, precedent, and data than before. It is necessary to show that learning and growth 

have occurred because repeating the same mistakes as before does not set the foundation for 

institutional trust and overall institutional learning. COVID-19 may have pushed many HRL 

units (and their SHOs) to their limits and forced many shortcomings into the limelight, but it also 

showed the resiliency and adaptability of educational programs to serve students in the endeavor 

of degree attainment. The COVID-19 pandemic has changed the higher education landscape in 

many ways, but the impact is unknown and likely to not be fully seen for years to come. 

Opportunities for Higher Education Post-COVID-19 
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With the introduction of COVID-19 in early 2020, campuses across the United States were 

faced with significant challenges that have changed the way students engage in their academic 

curriculum and the ways universities operate, down to a renewed understanding of resiliency and 

opportunities for growth, regardless of a current crisis (Neuwirth et al., 2021). One such 

opportunity is the regularity and sustainability of online learning during COVID-19 and beyond, 

expanding access to educational settings and ensuring that education can continue even during 

times of uncertainty and change (Benito et al., 2021). Though there has been a significant 

learning curve for faculty and students to adapt to this new type of modality, online learning has 

found its foothold within higher education. It has been more regularly implemented in a post-

COVID-19 world.  

Another opportunity for IHE is the further development of student support services. From 

supporting students who may not be able to return home (particularly international students) to 

mental health support services to help students process their emotions and feelings about the 

pandemic, colleges and universities took on many additional roles to help key stakeholders 

navigate an experience that was difficult to make sense of (Ewing, 2021). These services 

supported the success and resiliency of students which was paramount during the initial phases 

of COVID-19 to help students matriculate and continue their educational journeys (Ewing, 

2021).  

One last opportunity for IHE is to examine university operations as well as fiscal resources to 

ensure that there is a path to success should another pandemic or other significant crisis impact 

their institution. Ewing (2021) highlighted that a clear path forward for colleges is to ensure that 

there is money accessible in reserve accounts should it be needed and to ensure that debt is 

minimal. This could also mean developing a specific budget line for crisis response to ensure 
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operational budgets are not decimated due to unforeseen expenditures and university needs. 

There is also a need to become comfortable with changing priorities and developing proactive 

methods to enhance decision-making and response at an institutional and departmental level 

(Ewing, 2021). These changing priorities also include resource management and implementing 

more work-from-home opportunities, which has contributed to staff retention and allowed for 

more productive workspaces when needed. Work-from-home opportunities also minimize the 

need for office spaces on campus that can be utilized for other priorities and minimize the need 

to build new structures, supporting fiscal management and ensuring that less debt is taken on 

with bonded buildings on campus.  

Opportunities post-COVID-19 showcase organizational learning during and after COVID-19 

and the opportunities for organizations to grow and change during a crisis. As discussed in the 

above examples, being proactive is a key indicator of organizational resilience and learning from 

past hardships (Duchek, 2014). These opportunities allow for a more rapid response, a more 

prepared response, and a more targeted approach to managing crises (Sarkar & Osiyevskyy, 

2018). These types of responses are key indicators that organizational learning has occurred, 

which supports the overall sensemaking that occurs for organizational administrators and 

showcases the need to utilize our past experiences to inform future responses.  

 Overall, the impact of COVID-19 permeated every aspect of higher education and has 

changed the way administrators view crises on their campuses. The pandemic brought significant 

limitations in response protocols to the forefront of institutional operations. Administrative 

decision-making was challenged and made more difficult due to the quick response needed and 

little guidance provided by the CDC (COVID-19 Response Survey #3 Results, 2020). Throughout 

the COVID-19 pandemic, many lessons were learned at every level of colleges and universities, 
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and it is imperative to understand the sensemaking process for senior administrators to ensure 

organizational learning and work to mitigate future crises on campus. Throughout the COVID-19 

pandemic, many lessons were learned at every level of colleges and universities, and it is 

imperative to understand the sensemaking process for senior administrators to ensure 

organizational learning and work to mitigate future crises on campus. Throughout the COVID-19 

pandemic, many lessons were learned at every level of colleges and universities, and it is 

imperative to understand the sensemaking process for senior administrators to ensure 

organizational learning and work to mitigate future crises on campus.  

 To support institutional learning and the development of appropriate crisis response 

protocols, administrators must reflect on the history of higher education and observe how 

previous crises have impacted how IHEs operate today (Ewing, 2021). For example, Virginia 

Tech supported the development of threat assessment teams and emergency response protocols 

(Davies, 2008), which has forever changed the way that behavior intervention supports student 

success and maintains safety on campus. Positive change can be a direct result of a crisis but 

only if information is gathered, analyzed, and evaluated to support long-term plans for 

emergency response (Ewing, 2021). Though the United States (and the world) have experienced 

pandemics in the past, the magnitude and swiftness in which COVID-19 affected       was 

unprecedented and allowed very little information that was constantly changing, colleges and 

universities did the best that they could to support the basics of classroom instruction and 

community safety. It was only after COVID-19 had been affecting the U.S. for over a year that 

university administrators could face the collegiate life that was going to continue alongside 

COVID-19 and the new reality they were facing in a post-COVID-19 world.  

Sensemaking 
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Weick et al. (2005) identified sensemaking as a process that is spoken into existence and 

allows actions to be determined. Specifically, sensemaking is most utilized at times when the 

status quo is disrupted, and an individual is forced to process an experience that they have not 

experienced before (Weick et al. 2005). The act of sensemaking allows an individual to intake 

and process information and then utilize the meaning that was made to put the world back in 

order (Weick et al. 2005). However, while sensemaking provides significant insight into the 

phenomenon that is decision-making, there are several critiques that still need to be addressed to 

fully utilize this framework. Weick (1990, 1995) suggested that interruption to a typical routine 

often leads to gaps in operations, which allows individuals to return to past experiences to help 

make sense of a scenario and use those foundations to make decisions, even if the occurring 

crisis has few similarities with past crises. Sensemaking allows an individual to process their 

fears and anxieties and mitigate the unknown factors that cause these types of reactions (Weick 

et al. 2005). Upon this reflection, administrators can learn from the experience and utilize gained 

knowledge in the development of institutional practice, or, in other words, institutional learning.  

Helms Mills et al. (2010) highlighted suggestions for improvements to Weick’s 

sensemaking approach, specifically the lack of context focused on the role that power plays in 

these types of scenarios. In the context of administrators on college campuses, the hierarchical 

power structures allow for decision-making to occur with little to no input from those that are 

most likely affected, the student body. This is an exceptionally important limitation in the 

sensemaking framework and allows for continued research to acknowledge and understand 

power dynamics in decision-making and the impact on key stakeholders and the overall 

environment. While sensemaking occurs consistently in everyday life, those instances of abrupt 
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change force our sensemaking abilities to work more efficiently to develop a plan of action and 

restoration.  

These crisis scenarios are commonly found in higher education and range from mild to 

extreme forms of campus disruption. SHOs are often called away from their day-to-day 

responsibilities and pulled into “think tank” type meetings where a small group of individuals 

makes as much sense as possible with the information provided to ensure that the campus 

continues to operate, and education still occurs. There have been significant large-scale crises 

that have changed the higher education landscape, including the Virginia Tech shootings, 

Hurricane Katrina, the financial crisis of 2008, and most recently, the COVID-19 pandemic. 

These crises have forced institutions and administrators to think quickly, make decisions, and 

pivot in an attempt to mitigate the overall impact on an institution in a variety of ways and have 

forced administrators to face unprecedented events to not only make sense of them, but also to 

develop plans of action with minimal context or understanding. Sensemaking directly applies to 

this idea of forced response because the efficiency with which an administrator can utilize past 

experience to make sense of the present allows professionals to make decisions in a way that 

positively affects their unit and quick in nature. 

Sensemaking in Higher Education 

Deverell (2013) identified sensemaking as a core component of leadership during a crisis 

and the responsibility accompanying that characteristic. Administrators have access to so much 

more information, context, and knowledge than the public, allowing them to have the most 

positive impact possible when presenting information to key stakeholders. Due to the exposure to 

real-time crisis scenarios, administrators are poised to make decisions that impact on the 

immediate future and long-term organizational change (Deverell, 2013). SHOs are poised to 
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participate in sensemaking as their role encounters nuanced and particular crises every day. 

SHOs also lean heavily on their own personal crisis response experiences and those of their 

colleagues from other institutions. During the COVID-19 pandemic SHOs communicated via 

email chains, group texts, social media, and phone calls to help each other manage the crises 

their campuses were facing. They also used these means of communication to process, vent, and 

emote their feelings to someone who truly understood how tough their role was. The need to 

envelope learning from others into the sensemaking process allows for more applicable context 

in future crisis incidents while mitigating impact on the institution and its community (Angeli & 

Montefusco, 2020). Montefusco, 2020). 

The fast-paced nature of crisis response in a collegiate setting requires making sense of 

confusing and obscure events and then developing a plan of action that ensures the continuation 

of education and operations (Deverell, 2013). Many institutions focus so closely on the return to 

“normal” operations, that the development of long-term responses is lost. This could be due to a 

sense of relief that is felt once normal operations have been reached and a feeling that rest can 

occur. There is a reality to being an upper-level administrator who makes high-stakes decisions 

on a continual basis and feels some sort of fatigue that the continued evaluation of crises can 

exhaust an individual. However, reflecting on experiences that have shaped professionals while 

challenging, time must be taken to evaluate the decisions made, the impact on the community, 

and the long-term organizational changes that can be made to ensure future success (Weick, 

1995).  

  SHOs have unique job responsibilities that ensure their experiences are rarely the same 

daily. From students in need of spontaneous disasters happening on campus, there is significant 

space for these administrators to think on their feet, make quick decisions, and implement 
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strategic response plans. However, each scenario is as unique as each student on campus, so 

administrators must engage in a process that Weick et al. (2005) identified as sensemaking 

within an organizational structure context. Sensemaking allows an administrator to take stock of 

their current experience, formulate meaning, and develop a plan of action to move forward 

(Weick et al., 2005).  

Research Questions 

1.  In what ways have Senior Housing Officers participated in sensemaking of the COVID-

19 pandemic regarding their roles on college campuses? 

2. In what ways did the COVID-19 pandemic inform the roles of Senior Housing Officers 

and how were those experiences reflected in the SHOs’ decision-making process? 

These questions will be answered using a qualitative research design, which will be the main 

source of discussion in Chapter 3: Methodology.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

This chapter introduces the overall design of this qualitative study. This includes research 

questions, research design, methodological approach, and the data collection and analysis 

process. This qualitative study seeks to understand the roles of Senior Housing Officers (SHOs) 

at colleges and universities during the COVID-19 pandemic throughout the Southeastern region 

of the United States. SHOs lead their units daily, emphasizing strategic planning, crisis response, 

and student support and wellness. Because of this role, SHOs have a unique vantage point into 

the student experience. Therefore, they have experienced unique challenges that shifted how 

SHOs make daily decisions. Those decisions were challenged and reorganized throughout the 

first two years of the COVID-19 pandemic and resulted in reactionary responses. With the 

introduction of the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020, the literature continues to develop and 

provides insight into the impact of COVID-19 on college campuses. Unfortunately, there is a 

significant gap in the literature focusing on HRL, particularly on the roles of SHOs, who are the 

key decision-makers in their units guiding their staff through any number of crises that arise.  

Paradigmatic Commitments 

Bhaskar's (2013) introduction of critical realism provided the foundational framework to 

support the methodological approach to the study I outline here. Critical realism centers on the 

idea that reality, as it is experienced, is objective and provides space for that reality to exist 

externally of those individuals as well (Bhaskar, 2013). There is space for a constructivist 

understanding and individual reality alongside a collective reality. This conceptual framework 

has informed the development of my research purpose, research questions, and the study's 

overall design to highlight both the collective and individual realities of SHOs in their response 

to COVID-19 during the first two years of the pandemic. Rooted in experience, critical realism 
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allows for the identification of an event, such as COVID-19, and the study of the realities of 

those who experience it (Bhaskar, 2013). When developing this study, I focused on the 

experiential reality that COVID-19 was a unique experience in that everyone experienced it 

collectively, yet each person had their own individual experience as well, with many varied 

factors that dictated that individual experience. This allowed for the development of intentional 

research and interview questions that centered on the experiences of SHOs and how they were 

able to make sense of their realities. Critical realism allows for both an individually constructed 

experience that attributes value to the experiences of SHOs and highlights the commitment to a 

unified experience of COVID-19 and the collective reality that colleges and universities 

experience worldwide.  

Objective Ontology 

Objectivism employs the idea that the world is tangible and real, has structure regardless 

of human actors' observances or knowledge, and can be mirrored by the human actors who are 

involved (Jonassen, 1991). The reality that human actors experience is in direct relation to the 

senses of each individual and often centers on individual perceptions (Peikoff, 2012). This idea 

insinuates that there is a separation between the independent subject and the known objective 

knowledge, even though human actors give meaning to the world. However, it is a mirrored 

reality (Jonassen, 1991).  

Definition of Critical Realism 

According to Bhaskar (2010), critical realism states that there is no entity that is not real. 

Through this ontology, I can view the experiences of SHOs as a whole and embrace the notion of 

other positions to support the data collected (Bhaskar, 2010). Critical realism seeks to understand 

the dichotomy between what we know and what is real (Vincent & O'Mahoney, 2018). 
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Fleetwood (2005) suggested that as human actors, we conceptualize the world around us by pre-

existing mediations or preconceived ideas that help us make sense of the world around us. 

However, entities can exist independently of us. Notions like the weather, medical ailments, and 

geographical terrains are examples of entities that can exist outside of human experience. Tacit 

knowledge is a significant factor in the conceptualization of these ideas (Fleetwood, 2005). 

COVID-19 is a unique entity in that the entire world collectively experienced the impacts of this 

progressive virus while understanding very little about it.  

      Critical realists suggests that human agents are centered on understanding the 

knowable world, and how individuals interpret and interact with the world is unique to said 

actors (Oliver, 2012). Critical realism allows individuals to develop a reality based on their 

individual meaning-making, language, and social contexts (Oliver, 2012). This approach allows 

for a deeper understanding of reality. It would enable SHOs to exist and acknowledge a 

collective reality and highlight their unique contexts that lead to the understanding and 

navigation of the COVID-19 pandemic on their campuses. Each institution of higher education 

had nuances that SHOs needed to consider when making decisions, and the pandemic afforded 

SHOs opportunities to think critically and maneuver their departments in ways that were often 

alien to the staff.  

The aforementioned paradigmatic commitments influenced my approach to this study in 

two ways. First, it challenged me to consider and hold holds space for a collective reality of 

housing departments across the United States and the impact that COVID-19 had on a central 

crisis management entity on campus. Second, this conceptual framework informed my decision 

to explore the realities of SHOs during the pandemic as the world enters the endemic phase of 
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COVID-19. Understanding these realities informs praxis and allows housing units nationwide to 

mitigate crises that we are most likely to see again in the near future.  

Research Design 

To conduct this research, I collected data utilizing a qualitative narrative inquiry and 

collected the lived realities and experiences of SHOs during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

specifically regarding their professional roles and how those roles may have shifted during the 

specified time frame of March 2020-March 2022. I aimed to highlight the voices of SHOs who 

not only had a role in decision-making but were responsible for the operationalization of 

directives from upper levels of administration. Through the semi-structured interview process, I 

sought to ask questions that allow SHOs to reflect on the identified period of time and process 

their experiences to inform how the field of HRL can best prepare for the unknown while 

utilizing past experiences to inform future praxis better.  

 Narrative inquiry is a way of understanding the experiences of those participating in the 

study (Clandinin & Caine, 2013). The context gained from these types of inquiries further 

supports the use of lived experiences in the social sciences to understand how and why situations 

occur. The unique interaction between the researcher and the participants allows for fluid 

conversation, rich data collection, and making meaning of the experiences of SHOs during the 

COVID-19 pandemic (Clandinin & Caine, 2013). Supported by the narrative inquiry, semi-

structured interviews allow for conversations to occur and allow the interviewer to ask more in-

depth questions in response to a candidate’s experiences (Albaret & Deas, 2023). Formal, semi-

structured interviews allow for in-depth information to be garnered from participants and an 

active conversation to develop organically (Bhattacharya, 2017). This approach not only allows 
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me, as the interviewer, to facilitate the direction that is needed to go, but also allows for 

unexpected or sensemaking conversations that may occur (Bhattacharya, 2017).  

This approach allows the participants and the researcher to operate as co-researchers, and 

the conversation naturally flows around a specific topic or idea in this case, the COVID-19 

pandemic and their roles as SHOs (Albaret & Deas, 2023). According to Albaret & Deas (2023), 

semi-structured interviews are particularly effective for helping participants account for a 

specific series of events or even to analyze one’s decision-making process. A semi-structured 

interview approach allows the researcher to gain an in-depth insight into the lived experiences of 

SHOs and explore their sensemaking and decision-making processes.  

Conceptual Framework 

Sensemaking theory (Weick et al., 2005) as discussed in chapter two, guides this study and 

informs my data collection and analysis. Sensemaking provides a framework for understanding 

how individuals understand the uncertainties of life, which framed how I approached this study. 

Centering the experiences of SHOs allowed me to identify a lived experience, develop the 

questions that I wanted to have answered, and center their voices and experiences in the data 

collection phase. Sensemaking allows for individuals to assign meaning to lived experiences and 

outlines the on-going reflective process of identifying how these experiences impact day to day 

life (Weick et al., 2005). 

 The role of sensemaking in the professional lives of SHOs at colleges and universities across 

the United States is a necessity. As units that are known for the safety and well-being of the 

students in their residence halls, it is important to understand how they experience an 

unprecedented event and how that impacts their decision-making, which in turn can have a 

significant impact on their students. Without sensemaking, SHOs are not able to utilize their past 
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crisis experiences to inform their response to future instances of crisis and mitigate the impact on 

their students, department, and university. The unique aspect of SHOs and their departments 

engaging with students 24 hours a day for at least nine months out of the year adds multiple 

layers of responsibility when a student is experiencing an individual crisis or a crisis on a much 

larger scale that impacts the greater campus community.  

With the level of decision-making that is attributed to SHOs in their roles, sensemaking 

serves as a foundational component of decision-making and navigating crises that directly impact 

their students. With the rapid spread of COVID-19 and the constantly changing protocols and 

response from the United States government and university administration, SHOs experienced 

varying levels of fatigue due to constant change and an inability to make sense of the reality 

around them. Without the time available to evaluate decisions made and the impact on the 

overall community, SHOs had little context to rely on to inform decisions, which led to 

organizational instability during the initial phase of COVID-19.  

Credibility 

The credibility of this research study focuses on the direct usage of the narratives 

provided by the participants and the thoroughness in which I conducted the interviews and other 

aspects of fieldwork. In speaking with SHOs from the SEC, their lived experiences reflect their 

lived experiences and individual realities. These experiences from SHOs support the research 

questions for this study. The credibility of this study was further enhanced by the data collection 

and transcription process, where the words of the participants were transcribed verbatim before 

being used in the data analysis process. Further, I utilized the process of member checking, 

which allows the participants to review their personal transcripts for accuracy and provide any 
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additional context that may have been left out in their original interview (Bickman & Rog, 

2008).  

Traditional approaches to member checking serves to triangulate the data gathered for 

credibility (Denzin, 1970). Rather than focusing on data triangulation to corroborate data and 

detect weakness in my overall data analysis (Denzin, 1970), I focused on members checking to 

engage participants in the research process and to invite challenges and critique of my 

interpretations in this way. To ensure the confidentiality of the participants, I assigned unique 

pseudonyms to each participant and kept a secure list of each participant and their unique 

identifier for continued trustworthiness. I will alter position titles for further anonymity and use a 

more universal and generic title to denote the participants in their roles. Individual institution 

names and types or references to specific institutions will also be masked to limit identification. 

The value of this work and the saliency of which the data directly applies to the lived 

experiences of SHOs on college campuses provides a level of credibility in support of the 

development of this study. The information and data I gathered throughout this study has direct 

applicability to the HRL profession and provides unique perspectives of the lived experiences of 

SHOs during the COVID-19 pandemic. The data I gathered also touches on the collective 

experiences of SHOs and their ability to navigate the pandemic as peers and utilize the shared 

experiences to inform their decision-making while also supporting their overall sensemaking 

process. The data that I present in this study leads to the evaluation of the practices and protocols 

of the HRL profession leading to continued growth and development based on the experiences 

shared in this study. 

Target Population and Sampling 
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As discussed in Chapter One, the role of SHOs on college campuses is a unique 

administrative role that supports the development of students outside of the classroom. I am 

choosing to dive deeper into the experiences of SHOs due to the lack of research about these 

administrators and their active engagement in crisis management on their campuses. I chose to 

interview SHOs who were active in their roles during the first two years of the COVID-19 

pandemic and can speak to the experience of managing an HRL unit during this enigmatic crisis. 

I interviewed SHOs from the Southeast region of the United States to identify a collective reality 

from this region as SHOs often benchmark and support each other through tough times and share 

best practices.  

Convenience sampling is a method to recruit participants in a way that is most opportune 

and easily accessible to the researcher. I utilized already established listservs to directly reach the 

population I am seeking to interview. Snowball sampling is a method of recruitment that is used 

to access hidden or not easily accessible individuals as could happen as SHOs could have retired, 

left their position as SHO, or are no longer in higher education. I will include in the interview 

protocol to ask participants to suggest other individuals who may be interested in speaking with 

me, particularly those who are no longer in their roles in the current iteration of COVID-19. 

Snowball sampling will allow me to dive deeper into the unique social network of SHOs which 

could provide significant context to the collected data. The field of HRL is extremely connected 

and human-centered, so utilizing word of mouth, personal references, and targeted listservs will 

help to gather the most diverse participants possible in this search. Snowball sampling will prove 

to be exceptionally applicable due to those who have left their roles since March 2020 and 

individuals will help to identify further participants. The varied approach to sampling is 
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necessary for this study to gather as many participants as possible. I want to engage in purposeful 

sampling to recruit the most applicable participants to support the overall purpose of the study. 

Procedures 

To recruit participants for this study, I utilized an already established email listserv that is 

actively utilized by SHOs in the SEC on a regular basis for the sharing of information. Voluntary 

responses (Murairwa, 2015) will be utilized first using SHO listservs that exist to share 

information between SHOs in certain regions and university types. A gatekeeper was utilized to 

share that email with other SHOs and to add credibility to my study given that the gatekeeper 

was willing to support the study. The email included an overview of the study and its purpose, as 

well as all relevant information required by Auburn University’s Institutional Review Board. All 

my relevant contact information was also included in case potential participants wanted to 

inquire further about the research before committing to participating. The semi-structured 

interview and questions (as outlined in the interview protocol in the Appendix) were designed 

utilizing the above paradigmatic and conceptual framework. Narrative inquiry best supports the 

research questions to identify the individual reality of these individuals and the way that they 

constructed meaning during the COVID-19 pandemic and highlight the objective nature of their 

experiences. I interviewed nine participants to gather and analyze the most diverse experiences 

possible. These diverse experiences allowed for a rich data set to compare the experiences of 

SHOs at SEC institutions which helps to inform practice and develop implications for SHOs 

across the United States. 

A list of criteria was also provided to ensure that each SHO met the requirements to 

participate. As each SHO agreed to participate via email, a two-hour Zoom meeting was 

scheduled for the interview. A follow-up email was also sent to each confirmed participant that 
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included a consent form. I read the consent form before each interview started, and each 

participant verbally stated that they were willing to participate in the study. 

Data Collection 

Semi-structured interviews were utilized to gather data in this study with nine SHOs at 

large Carnegie Research 1 institutions in the SEC. The interview guide for this study was 

implemented and is located in Appendix A. As this is a semi-structured interview procedure, 

further probing questions were also utilized to delve deeper into specific thoughts or ideas or to 

encourage sensemaking in the moment of the interview (Yin, 2014). Each interview was 

scheduled for two hours, though most interviews lasted approximately an hour and a half, with 

two exceeding two hours. This length of interview allowed for rich conversation and processing 

of the COVID-19 pandemic. Semi-structured interviews were the best approach as they allowed 

for guiding questions to be asked but also allowed for flexibility, as the profession of HRL can 

be one of reactivity, adaptability, and nuance.  

The information collected during this study included transcripts resulting from the semi-

structured interviews. The demographic information of the nine participants included their 

contact information, position title, and years of experience both in the field of student affairs and 

in HRL. This information is only available to me and the committee due to the identifying nature 

of these demographics and the small pool of candidates that could participate in this study. The 

anonymity of these participants is paramount due to their roles on their campuses and the 

information gathered in the study. In the data collection process, sensemaking occurred for both 

the participants and the researcher. SHOs were actively able to reflect on their experiences to 

answer the interview questions while being retrospective and participating in this ongoing 

process as outlined in Weick’s (1995) sensemaking theory.  
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Data Analysis 

Each interview was transcribed and reviewed for accuracy. The recordings and transcripts 

were then saved to an online cloud database that is two-factor authenticated. Each participant 

was sent their individual transcribed interview, and it was requested that it be reviewed for 

accuracy or if concepts needed to be elaborated on or removed from the transcript. If there were 

edits that needed to be made, those were requested via email documentation and then changes 

were made. After this process, two rounds of coding were used for analysis. First, I utilized the 

concept and in vivo coding approaches to analyzing the semi-structured interviews. Concept 

coding allows for large-scale ideas to be gathered to make a large data set more manageable 

(Saldaña, 2011). In this study, concept coding allowed for the identification of the collective 

experiences of SHOs and led to the development of key themes to highlight their experiences. 

The concepts identified in this process are listed in the first column in Appendix E. In vivo 

coding results in using exact quotes and direct language to identify key professional vernacular 

that is unique to the SHO role (Saldaña, 2011). This approach is supported by the fluidity of the 

above paradigmatic and epistemological frameworks and allows for the ability to analyze the 

realities of each individual SHO. These data analysis procedures align with the sensemaking 

framework as they highlight the overall conceptual ideas of the participants, narrow their lived 

experiences, and center their voices in the resulting themes. Weick’s (1995) sensemaking 

principles also call for taking extracted cues from the environment to make sense of the world, 

which is what I strived to do in the coding process. Extracting specific lived experiences to 

highlight shared themes and experiences is indicative of the sensemaking framework. 

Ethics 
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I obtained approval for this study to be completed from Auburn University’s Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) in June 2024. There are minimal to no risks associated with this study. This 

study was designed to minimize the risk of negative impact on participants by maintaining 

privacy and sustaining confidentiality throughout the duration of the study in accordance with 

the Belmont Report (1979). This study focused on ensuring the justice, autonomy, and 

beneficence of each aspect of this study were considered. Every SHO in the SEC was asked to 

participate in this study and including individuals who are no longer SHOs to ensure that 

everyone had an opportunity to participate, and that each participant was treated fairly. Each 

participant also retained autonomy throughout the interview, including choosing not to 

participate at any time, choosing not to answer a question, or asking questions of the interviewer 

when needed. This allowed participants to learn alongside the researcher and actively participate 

to the level that they wanted. As the researcher, I tried to maximize the benefits of the study by 

sharing with each SHO how I expected to utilize the results and the implications of our field. I 

also worked to minimize any potential risks centered around discussing a potentially traumatic 

event such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Rooting this study in these three aspects of the Belmont 

Report (1979) allowed for many ethical considerations and supported the participants during the 

study and the overall research as well.  

Reflexivity 

Reflexivity serves as an attempt for me as a researcher to recognize my own biases and 

experiences in the development of the duration of this study, from the development of my 

purpose statement through the analysis of the data (Josselson, 2013). This reflexive approach 

allows for less subjectivity in all aspects of this study and supports overall transparency and 

credibility (Josselson, 2013). My position in this research will enable me to have a level of 
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insight that allows me to lean more deeply into the data and connect with the participants.

 Particularly, when meeting with the participants, I had to ensure that I was asking 

intentional clarifying questions to ensure that the data was rich and allowed for a deeper dive into 

the profession. This included unique vernacular, common concepts in the field, and building 

bridges on concepts that may not be understood by the average reader. I also had to ensure that I 

was maintaining the role of researcher while balancing being a peer. This included asking 

questions that challenged thought processes or asked to go more in depth on topics that elicited 

significant emotion. As the researcher, I had to actively attempt to put assigned pre-conceived 

notions or insights into what I thought I knew about the SHO role and the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Having worked alongside an SHO at an SEC institution during the pandemic, I wanted to put 

aside any ideals that I had personally developed and give each participant their space to share 

their stories, experiences, and perceptions of their roles. As a housing professional who serves in 

a leadership capacity at a large, public Carnegie R1 institution, my identity plays a particularly 

salient role in both data collection and analysis.  

My position directly influenced the development of this study and meant that I needed to 

be reflective throughout the process to ensure that I maintained the integrity of the study. My 

positionality directly influenced the development of this study from the first research question. I 

was curious about the field of HRL and how the profession could potentially change based on the 

experiences of professionals during the pandemic. Through the development of the research 

questions, I utilized my own lived experiences to formulate the literature review focusing on 

crisis management in higher education and how colleges and universities are currently situated to 

manage crises. My positionality and education on history, contemporary issues, and management 
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of higher education allowed for a thorough analysis of the literature and events that positioned 

higher education to respond to various types of crises.  

The methodological approach that I utilized to frame this study exemplified experiential 

learning and the lived experiences of SHOs. As I discuss later in this study, experiential learning 

serves as a foundational component of HRL units from student employment and their training 

process, to SHOs sharing their lived experiences directly informed their daily work. As an HRL 

professional, I know first-hand how the experiences we have impact our decision-making and 

future response. As human actors, SHOs make sense of the world around them based on 

preconceived notions from the world around them. This critical realism lens formulates the 

epistemological approach of this study, centering on what humans know and how they construct 

the world.  

In developing my data analysis plan, I wanted to center on the experiences of SHOs while 

maintaining my own lived experiences and how they have informed my interpretations of the 

data. Utilizing my own experiences, I was able to identify key values often found and discussed 

in the HRL field and centering the SHOs’ voices around those values. Being able to utilize my 

own experiences and biases led to a more in-depth interpretation of the narratives shared by each 

SHO and the ability to provide the necessary context to understand the importance of the SHOs’ 

experiences. Lastly, in Chapter 5, I will discuss the findings of this study and the implications 

that this data can have on the field of HRL. Utilizing my own experiences and knowledge of the 

field informed these parallels and suggestions to improve and change the field in positive ways. 

Overall, the experiences that I have had over the course of my career are weaved throughout and 

guided every decision that I have made in relation to this study.  

Summary 
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This chapter outlines the qualitative methodological approach, paradigmatic 

commitments, and conceptual framework of this study. This study follows a critical realist 

paradigm and is further supported by a critical realism framework to scaffold the narrative 

inquiry approach and engages semi-structured interviews as a source of data collection. Peer 

debriefing and review will be used as a form of triangulation to enhance the trustworthiness of 

my interpretation of the data and support the overall analysis of the SHOs’ experiences. 

Interview transcripts were analyzed into themes to extricate unique and collective experiences 

across the resulting data.       
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Chapter Four: Findings 

 Chapter Four discusses the findings of this study, focusing on the qualitative data 

gathered from Senior Housing Officers (SHOs) during semi-structured interviews. The chapter 

begins with a review of the research questions and the overall study structure followed by the 

participant profiles. Lastly, the results of the study are discussed, focusing on five overarching 

themes pertaining to sensemaking during the COVID-19 pandemic. Analysis for this chapter 

centered on highlighting the voices of the SHOs and how the values of their professional roles 

influenced decision-making processes and how sensemaking did or did not occur. I utilized two 

primary types of coding analysis to identify thematic consistencies throughout the data. Concept 

and in-vivo coding methods were utilized to identify these themes, and a values analysis was 

conducted to identify the final five themes discussed in Chapter Four.  

Concept coding allowed for “big picture” ideals to be identified, narrowed the data into a 

manageable data set and highlighted the conceptual experiences of SHOs during a time of 

uncertainty and ever-changing dynamics (Saldana, 2016). These concepts are listed in the first 

column in Appendix E. Coinciding with the initial analysis of the transcripts, the codes were 

reviewed utilizing the in-vivo coding process to not only narrow down the codes further but to 

identify the language that the SHOs utilized to give meaning to their experiences and allow space 

for the specialized subculture and language of housing and residence life (HRL) professionals 

(Saldana, 2016). The act of utilizing numerous acronyms, abbreviations, and other 

nomenclatures of HRL units makes this a particularly applicable coding method and allows for 

the development of analytic leads to conceptualizing the realities of SHOs (Saldana, 2016). 

Introduction 
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 The purpose of this study was to explain the experiences of Senior Housing Officers 

(SHOs) during the initial two years of the COVID-19 pandemic in relation to crisis management 

and crisis mitigation while attempting to understand their decision and sensemaking process. It is 

essential to comprehend these processes and evaluate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 

Student Housing Officers (SHOs), as well as the future implications for the Housing and 

Residence Life (HRL) profession and the students residing on campuses, particularly within the 

Southeastern Conference (SEC). The research questions that were central to this study were: The 

research questions that were central to this study were: The research questions that were central 

to this study were: 

1) In what ways have Senior Housing Officers participated in sensemaking of the COVID-19 

pandemic regarding their roles on college campuses? 

2) In what ways did the COVID-19 pandemic inform the roles of Senior Housing Officers and 

how were those experiences reflected in the SHOs’ decision-making process? 

This study was developed as a narrative inquiry study utilizing semi-structured interviews 

to gather the experiences and emotions of SHOs during the COVID-19 pandemic. Nine 

interviews were conducted with various SHOs throughout the Southeastern Conference (SEC) 

with various identities and backgrounds. These interviews inform the ways in which decisions 

were made and impact operations at these large, public institutions. These interviews resulted in 

rich data, generalized sense-making in real-time, and overall processing of the COVID-19 

pandemic and its impact on higher education.  

In this study, nine SHOs shared their sense-making and decision-making processes that 

impacted their HRL departments throughout the initial two years of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The stories that were shared over the course of the interviews provided personal insight into the 
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lived realities of each SHO. Each participant came from a large Research 1 institution in the      

SEC and highlighted the individual operations of these specific institutions. Each narrative also 

described critical experiences and reflections that impacted the day-to-day decision-making and 

navigation of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

I drew the resulting themes from the transcription data of the nine SHOs interviewed for 

this study. I coded each participant’s transcript individually and then combined it with the other 

participants’ data, using concept coding to develop the consistent concepts present throughout all 

nine interviews. This coding process resulted in 222 initial codes that spanned the nine 

experiences and identified a myriad of integral concepts that shaped the sensemaking and 

decision-making processes of the participants (see Appendix E). The codes were then reviewed 

to combine synonymous codes and identify the codes that were repeated throughout all data 

versus being present in just a few participants’ transcripts. Then, in-vivo coding was utilized to 

identify key nomenclature and verbiage from the SHOs to identify further similarly experienced 

aspects of the COVID-19 pandemic and how sensemaking did or did not occur. 

A condensed set of thirteen codes were identified to represent the key experiences of 

SHOs. In developing the final set of thirteen codes, the codes were evaluated for connections and 

similarities that could be coded into larger, general themes. For example, “managing crisis” and 

“operationalization” have similar contexts that relate to the overall management of a crisis and 

ensure that directives and practices are initialized.  

In this chapter, I discuss a final set of five themes to showcase the key concepts that 

helped to influence the decision-making and sensemaking processes of SHOs. I identified these 

five themes by performing a Values analysis to determine key operational themes from the direct 

quotes of participants and using Concept coding to develop tangible themes to report here. The 
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five main themes are: 1) aversion to sensemaking; 2) experiential learning; 3) decision-making; 

4) sensemaking; and 5) community.  

Participant Profiles 

 Each SHO participated in an hour and half to two-hour interview and discussed many 

aspects of their roles, including crisis management, the impact of COVID-19, and emotions felt 

surrounding the unprecedented nature of the pandemic. Due to the objectively small pool of 

SHOs at SEC institutions, little demographic information is provided to support the anonymity of 

participants. This helps to maintain the integrity of each participant’s narrative and allows for a 

more intentional use of the participant’s words to support the overarching themes identified 

through the interview analysis process. Participants had the option of choosing their own 

pseudonym, so gender should not be associated with any participant’s name. I also chose to use 

gender-neutral pronouns throughout the chapter to maintain confidentiality and minimize 

identifiable information about the participants. 

Rob 

 Rob is an SHO who has been in higher education for about twenty years. They have 

worked at various institutions throughout the United States. Rob’s trajectory to where they are 

now follows a very traditional housing path. Rob started their career as a Resident Assistant at 

their undergraduate institution and moved into a graduate hall director role during graduate 

school before becoming a full-time hall director after they graduated with their masters. After 

their first full-time role, Rob moved into an assistant director role in housing and then an 

associate director role. From there, Rob transitioned into a director role at a few institutions, 

before joining their current institution as a director of housing and then was promoted to their 

current role as the SHO of their institution.  
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 Rob and I engaged in rich conversation centering on their experiences during the first two 

years of the COVID-19 pandemic and their role as SHO on their campus. Rob highlighted their 

initial feelings during the pandemic and asked specific questions wondering how their unit was 

going to navigate the pandemic, what the first steps were going to be, and “how do we do that?” 

It is through this conversation on initial reactions that I was able to see sensemaking occurring in 

real-time and observed that sensemaking began as soon as the first directives were shared from 

upper administration and campuses closed.  

 Along with the initial uncertainty of the pandemic, Rob and I also discussed the 

uncertainty of Information that was being shared from their institution, from the federal 

government, and the state health board, which often provided conflicting information. Rob 

discussed how the inconsistent information made it more difficult for them to make decisions or 

event rationalize the disconnect. Rob asked, “how do you manage those?” While this uncertainty 

affected sensemaking, the onslaught of information from multiple sources hindered the decision-

making process and caused Rob to question their experiences and decision-making skills.  

Derrick  

 Derrick is an SHO that has worked a total of 15+ years in higher education at various 

institutions. Derrick’s trajectory to where they are now follows a traditional housing path. 

Derrick started their career as a Resident Assistant (RA) at their undergraduate institution and 

moved into a graduate hall director role during graduate school before working full-time in HRL 

with RA programming, building management, and operations. Derrick then moved to their 

current institution as a director before becoming the SHO of their institution.  

In my conversation with Derrick, I was privy to a narrative rich in experience, challenges 

of the pandemic, and the inner workings of a large SEC institution. Derrick and I spoke 
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significantly about the experiential nature of being and SHO and how the role is not traditional in 

the fact that no two days are the same. “No day is the same. Everyone asks me, what’s your 

typical day like?’ Well, I really can’t tell you, because something could pop up.” Derrick and I 

commiserated on the notion of the unpredictability of HRL units and the need to be flexible to 

accommodate the needs of a large student population or a large staff dynamic. The experiential 

nature of the SHO role is indicative of this conversation and the ability to pivot at a moment’s 

notice.  

Derrick and I also discussed the political nature of the COVID-19 pandemic and how 

basic operating procedures became much more difficult due to increased involvement from 

administration and parents. Derrick described their unit's ability to send out basic communication 

became much more convoluted due to the public relations component of the pandemic. “We 

were having conversations about asking students to take home their belongings over spring 

break and asking ‘What do we tell students? Do we tell them?’ We weren’t going to make them 

take everything home, but asked, “can we strongly encourage?’ Wavering on such a simple task 

of email communication may seem trivial, but the reality of the COVID-19 pandemic made even 

the most traditional or menial tasks difficult. Derrick also shared their experience with move-out 

and how typically their unit can move thousands of students out of the residence halls in a week, 

whereas during the initial semester of the pandemic, it took months for the halls to be emptied of 

student's belongings. The COVID-19 pandemic challenged every aspect of HRL and forced 

Derrick and their unit to think in unique ways to achieve the outcomes requested from the 

institution. 

I thought that Derrick shared a profound thought when they discussed the level of 

experience gained by HRL professionals in such a short amount of time. “The professionals that 
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were out there doing these things got years of experience in a very short amount of time, and this 

is something that no one could have prepared for.” The experience gained by HRL professionals 

during the COVID-19 pandemic was plentiful and allowed individuals to utilize untapped 

skillsets. This level of experiential learning challenged staff and units alike to ensure the safety 

and well-being of students while working to ensure continual housing operations.  

Chandler 

 Chandler is an SHO that has been at the current institution for several years. They have 

worked for over 20 years in higher education at various institutions. Most of Chandler’s 

experiences have been in the HRL realm at a variety of institutions, mostly public institutions 

and one private institution. Chandler also serves as a member of their leadership team for their 

student affairs unit and sits on the institutional crisis response team.  

 In our conversation, Chandler was the first SHO to dive into the duality of being essential 

personnel and SHO on their campus and the life that they were living outside of the university. 

Chandler reflected on the notion that they were one of the few individuals on their entire campus 

that never left. Chandler never worked remotely and that was due to the nature of their roles and 

needing to be on campus to support the HRL program and ensure that operations continued 

because their institutions allowed students to stay on campus, even though the university had 

moved to remote learning. Chandler stated that they “had to show up every day” and manage 

their unit while worrying about getting sick, or potentially infecting others, while also managing 

fears of their staff.  

 Chandler and I also discussed the fear that was associated with the pandemic and how 

their drive into work every day and it “felt like I lived in a ghost town.” There was reassurance in 

this for Chandler knowing that with no other individuals around, the likelihood of contracting 
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COVID-19 was small, therefore providing some relief to their anxieties and fears. However, 

Chandler also discussed a fear of being at home where family members were interacting with 

other individuals due to the nature of their employment and the potential of contracting COVID-

19. These various emotions and feelings were overwhelming and added an additional barrier to 

showing up to work every day and being the leader of a large unit with significant responsibility 

to the campus.  

 While talking about the duality of Chandler’s roles both in their position and out, we 

discussed the anxiety of business decisions and the impact on people’s lives. Chandler discussed 

the need to balance the needs and wants of staff and students while also keeping in mind that 

they oversaw a business, and if the business aspect was ignored, then the staff would not have 

jobs. This level of decision-making was not a new phenomenon, but the stakes were higher given 

an elevated safety concern and a need to engage in more critical processing and evaluation.  

Ali 

Ali has worked in higher education for approximately 20 years. Ali started their career as 

a graduate student in HRL before moving into a full-time coordinator role in housing. Ali then 

became a director of housing and continued to work in similar roles before starting in their 

current institutional leadership role. Ali did serve as the SHO for an SEC institution during the 

first two years of the COVID-19 pandemic before moving to their current role. Ali has worked at 

a variety of institutions across the United States all in HRL units. 

In my conversation with Ali, Ali was the SHO that shared that they had “shelved” various 

aspects of the COVID-19 pandemic and actively working to recall information from more than 

three years ago at the time of the interview. Ali stated that it was such an unfortunate situation 

that pushing certain information aside was helpful to focus on the need to support students’ 
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transition out of the residence hall and prioritize the safety of key stakeholders. Ali also shared 

the added responsibilities of running a department and pairing that with the responsibility of self-

education to support effective decision-making and management of a large unit. 

Ali also discussed the political nature of the COVID-19 pandemic and how directives 

were shared and expected to be conducted. Ali shared a particular anecdote where their unit had 

developed a plan of action for the removal of student items from their residence hall room, 

received approval from upper administration, and communicated out to the residents. By the end 

of the business day, Ali had received a phone call from their supervisor stating that the university 

and the unit were receiving negative feedback and the unit needed to produce an alternate plan to 

accommodate student needs. Ali shared that “we did take a hit from that initial decision.” 

Meaning that the reputation of the department was called into question by students and parents, 

and the amount of work to manage the fallout from that decision weighed heavily on the team.  

Ali also shared their growth in the SHO role, and the skills sets that were honed during the first 

two years of the COVID-19 pandemic. “It did help to develop my communication skills and 

being more transparent and not make decisions in a vacuum.” The ability to make decisions is 

imperative to mitigating crises and Ali shared that was something that impacted their experience. 

Utilizing their team helped to crowd-source ideas and identify shortcomings and was helpful in 

their journey to transparency. Ali’s community helped to support them in their growth while also 

providing a sense of comfort at a time of uncertainty. 

Joey 

 Joey is an SHO who has been in their current position for about seven years. Joey has 

worked 26 years in higher education at various colleges and universities across the United States. 

Joey’s trajectory to where they are now follows a very traditional housing path. Joey started out 
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as a Resident Assistant (RA) at their undergraduate institution and moved into a graduate student 

role. Joey started out in an entry-level role as a residence hall director and worked their way up 

in HRL before joining their current institution as SHO.  

  A unique conversation that I had with Joey centered around their pre-planning when it 

came to COVID-19. Joey spoke to their experience at a conference where COVID-19 was 

discussed, but there was little information available to make concrete plans. Joey returned to 

their campus and shared information with their team and requested to get certain things in place 

such as personal protective equipment, masks, and cleaning supplies and equipment. Being able 

to order the necessary supplies helped Joey and their team have an advantage in managing this 

crisis. Joey shared that “it was definitely an ‘Oh shit’ moment, but at least I had a little advanced 

notice.”  

 Joey was the first SHO to mention the practice of setting boundaries as the pandemic 

wore on to help protect their staff from burnout and support staff retention. “Toward the end of 

the pandemic we put up better boundaries for ourselves. Doing less is more and getting back to 

the essentials of our role is critical.” This notion of protecting their peace and acknowledging 

that the pandemic had catastrophic consequences on staffing, finances, and morale, boundary 

setting became a pivotal priority in transitioning back into the post-COVID world.  

 Joey also was the first SHO that I met with to discuss the need to pour into themselves in 

order to give them space to make sense of the world that they had been living in. Joey stated that 

they “...needed to take some time before I really snap, because I felt myself getting frustrated 

easily and that’s not me.” Joey talked about their ability to advocate for themselves and letting 

their supervisor know they were taking some extended time off from work to unpack their 
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COVID experience. Joey utilized several modes to make sense of their experience and prioritized 

their sensemaking process to find themselves again.  

Dolly 

Dolly is an SHO and has worked for a total of 22 years in higher education at various 

universities in the southeast. Dolly’s trajectory to where they are now includes working in HRL 

as an undergraduate student and then moving into a graduate assistant role during the duration of 

their master’s program. Dolly continued their journey through housing before obtaining a role at 

their current institution and has worked to become the SHO after various roles within their HRL 

department.  

Dolly and I discussed the importance of the community that they were able to engage in 

while navigating the COVID-19 pandemic on their campus. Dolly discussed working with other 

divisions to execute work on campus and the importance of building relationships on their 

campus to support during times of need. Being proactive in building these relationships assisted 

Dolly and their team in making decisions, implementing directives, and supporting students 

during a hectic time. Dolly stated that “if you don’t have a good relationship with people, you 

can’t leverage that relationship. You don’t have trust built with people. Then things just simply 

won’t move. So a lot of what I do is relationships.” This emphasis on building community 

showcases the advantageous nature knowing who you are working for and being efficient in 

times of need.  

Dolly also shared their experiences working in housing and the dichotomy of fulfilling 

their day-to-day responsibilities but still being responsible for the additional COVID-19 tasks 

and the toll that took on the team. A year into the pandemic, Dolly’s unit was still managing 

Quarantine and Isolation (Q&I) housing on their campus which is a significantly heavy lift for a 
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staff that is already spread thin. Dolly shared that “there was an expectation that we had to now 

churn out our normal work, and still manage Q&I housing, complaints about people not wearing 

masks, and then the testing... All of these things just kind of piled up. We were so ready to be 

done with it all.” This narrative showcases the role HRL units play on their campus and how 

they are asked to go above and beyond to support the institutional and departmental missions. 

Blake 

 Blake is an SHO who has been in their current position for about six years. Blake has 

worked for over 20 years in higher education at various institutions throughout the United States. 

Blake started their housing journey as a resident assistant and then started their full-time work as 

a residence hall director while they obtained their master’s degree. From there, Blake started a 

new role in a student affairs unit outside of housing before rejoining housing at that same 

institution as SHO. Blake then joined the housing team at their current institution as SHO. 

 While speaking with Blake the conversation turned to decision-making and how the 

decisions that were made were rooted in fear. Blake stated that they “were afraid to make 

decisions... we were very much coming from a fear-based place.” Leading and guiding an HRL 

unit based on fear is a real experience that was exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. Blake 

shared that they were not sure if the decisions that were being made were what was best and felt 

that they were “building the airplane while flying it.” There were so many unknowns 

surrounding the pandemic and that factor alone left no starting point for SHOs to make decisions 

based on fact or precedent. This could easily lead to the perception of a lack of leadership as no 

one was willing to pull the trigger when making decisions at Blake’s institution. 

 Blake also had an insight during their interview that exemplified their sensemaking 

during this process. When discussing feeling overwhelmed and the inability for decision to be 



 
 

 98  
 

made, Blake shared that “I don’t think I’ve ever been this honest about it (COVID—19 

experience). That is funny. Like that was deep. That was heavy.” This led to another 

conversation on the compartmentalization of the pandemic and the need to do so to be able to 

have the stamina to complete all of the responsibilities and manage their unit.  

 Blake also expressed the importance of the SHO community in their success not only as a 

professional, but also as a person. Blake shared that the SEC SHO meeting that happened 

regularly was the best meeting of their week. This was due to the comradery, counseling nature 

of the meetings, and just general understanding of what each other was going through helped to 

support Blake’s resiliency during this time. Blake stated that “I don’t think we (SHOs) would 

have made it.” The SHO meetings gave SHOs power on their campus when they were able to 

share what their peers were doing and have a benchmark to operate from.  

Kaycee 

Kaycee was an SHO who was in their position for about three years. Kaycee has worked 

for a total of 22 years in higher education at various institutions throughout the Southeast region 

of the United States. Kaycee has spent the entirety of their professional career working and 

progressing in HRL, before joining the senior leadership team at their institution.  

Kaycee and I had significant conversations about their experiences as SHO at their 

institution ranging from their relationships with their peers, to the public relations aspect that 

impacted their role every day. Kaycee spoke at length about their community and how those 

relationships both positively and negatively influenced their COVID-19 experience. The 

relationship that supported Kaycee in their journey was that of their medical director and the 

ability to lean on them to answer questions and be the context expert for the students living on 
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campus. Both being experts in their respective fields, they were able to provide imperative 

context to support the health and wellness of students on campus.  

Kaycee also highlighted the shift in their role and how COVID-19 dictated how they 

needed to operate. Kaycee shared their experience of being a middle manager between upper 

administration of their institution and their units. Kaycee spent significant time educating their 

supervisors on HRL practices and procedures while also protecting and advocating for their 

staffs. The interference that Kaycee ran between their unit and the executive leadership was a 

full-time job in and of itself. It caused significant strain on Kaycee which they described in detail 

during our conversation. 

While discussing the strain that they were under during the first two years of the COVID-

19 pandemic, Kaycee shared their high levels of frustration with their peers on their campus and 

the differences in expectations from Kaycee. There were moments of frustration and being irate 

with the fact that Kaycee’s peers were all working from home and Kaycee was on-campus and 

was tasked with all the additional responsibilities of housing students during a pandemic. “It 

became really hard to be collegial with people who seem to be concerned about their safety, and 

completely oblivious to the fact that I was on campus, and that my staff were on campus in the 

residence halls. It was a hard pill to swallow to hear colleagues complaining about things.” This 

serves as a different view of community than I have discussed throughout this study and 

exemplifies the difference that could have been made to Kaycee’s experience had there been 

more understanding and help during an already hectic time.  

It is important to note this final aspect of my conversation with Kaycee and the overall 

impact of their experience during COVID-19 and as an SHO. Utilizing Kaycee’s exact words; 

“The best way to describe it is that it was emotionally traumatic. And I don’t know that I fully 
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understood how traumatic it was at the time. But looking back it was very traumatic.” Managing 

staff who believed that they were not being cared for, not feeling supported by their team, 

communication management, and continuing to run a unit are just of the few stressors that 

Kaycee discussed during out interview and lead to one of the lowest points of their life. In a lot 

of ways Kaycee felt alone, which did nothing to help during one of the most isolating moments 

of our history.  

Phoebe  

Phoebe is an SHO that has been in their current position for about seven years. Phoebe 

has worked for a total of 29 years in higher education at various institutions throughout the 

United States. Phoebe started their HRL journey as a resident assistant and then became a 

residence hall director. After completing their first full-time role, Phoebe explored teaching 

before returning to student affairs and housing and obtaining their master’s degree. From there, 

Phoebe held several housing leadership positions as the director of residence life before starting 

their role as SHO at their current institution.  

In discussing the COVID-19 pandemic with Phoebe, we had rich discussion on the values 

that they leaned on to guide and advocate for their units and make decisions. Phoebe shared that 

their goal was to always be person-focused and worked to ensure that their staff were cared for 

and that they were doing what they could to ensure the safety and wellness of their staff. Phoebe 

also shared their experiences collaborating with their colleagues on campus and observing a 

disconnect between the things that the administration was asking Phoebe to do and manage in 

comparison to their peers. Phoebe shared frustrations around the communication and remote 

work of their peers that just was not applicable to Phoebe’s environment in HRL. “I felt a little 

pissed to be honest because they were at home. And I was getting all of these emails that said 
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‘Here’s how to keep yourself busy when you’re at home. Watch these YouTube videos for 

professional development.’” Phoebe shared their frustrations knowing that professional 

development was the last thing on their list to do. Phoebe also spoke to the experience that they 

had requested assistance from their division to help with moving students out of the residence 

halls and had very few volunteers. It was enough to cause anger and frustration from an 

individual who never left campus and was one of the few to experience that phenomenon.  

While Phoebe was sharing their experience during the pandemic, they were able to 

highlight the ways in which they grew as a professional that served them well during the 

pandemic and beyond. Phoebe shared that the pandemic caused them to find their voice. They 

learned how to reach out and ask for help, advocate for their team, and when to push back on 

administrative decisions that did not serve the unit or the students it served. An example that 

Phoebe provided was that while institutions all over the country were furloughing or laying off 

staff, Phoebe advocated to hire more staff to ensure that their HRL unit continued to fully 

operate in addition to the COVID-19 parameters that were put in place. As highlighted in the 

profiles above, the experiences of these participants follow many parallels and have considerable 

experience in the field of higher education. The nuances of HRL require that an SHO have a vast 

array of knowledge of the various aspects of their units to maintain a profit generating budget as 

well as ensure the safety, security, and development of the students who live within their walls. It 

is these lived experiences that are highlighted below to enhance the themes found through the 

analysis of the data and the importance of utilizing the participants’ lived experiences in order 

for sensemaking to occur and, therefore, inform the decision-making process of SHOs during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The following sensemaking framework and subsequent themes showcase 

both the individual and collective experiences of SHOs at a time where there was no distinct 
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precedent, training, or table-top exercise to inform practice or support the overall student success 

or well-being during a “once in a lifetime” pandemic.  

Sensemaking Framework 

The unique phenomenon of the COVID-19 pandemic impacted HRL in ways that were 

unexpected and caused significant changes that altered the practices of departments all over the 

United States. HRL professionals are no strangers to responding to crises on their campus, but 

the depth and fluctuating nature of COVID-19 introduced a variety of stimuli that shifted the 

realities of SHOs and their entire units. As discussed in Weick (1995), when a traditional 

scenario is interrupted, the sensemaking process accelerates to right whatever misunderstanding 

is occurring. The retrospective nature of sensemaking implies that one must first determine that 

the reality has shifted into a space of the unknown, evaluate the new reality, assign meaning to 

fully understand the impact of the phenomenon (in this case, the impact of COVID-19), and 

pivot to support the safety of students and staff on college campuses (Weick, 1995). 

=By studying the experiences of SHOs during the COVID-19 pandemic, I gathered data to 

understand how SHOs participated in their sensemaking processes during the COVID-19 

pandemic and how this changed their roles as SHOs and how their decision-making process was 

affected. Based on the experiences shared by SHOs, during the analysis process, I generated each 

identified theme to showcase how sensemaking occurred in the first two years of the COVID-19 

pandemic and the interactive nature of sensemaking as a concept and theory.  

Key Themes 

These themes speak to how SHOs have participated and continue to participate in the 

sensemaking process. These themes also address how the roles of SHOs changed during the 

COVID-19 pandemic because as sensemaking was occurring, decisions were made in different 
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ways to best support the participants' units and often differed from their normal decision-making 

practices and therefore answer both research questions presented in this study. First was the 

theme of an active aversion to sensemaking, and therefore an aversion to learning. This started 

with the introduction of the COVID-19 pandemic and thoughts of “this is not going to happen 

here” or “this is not going to affect us.” Second, experiential learning was a constant theme 

throughout the data and how being unprepared for the pandemic resulted in significant learning 

in real time and then applying what was learned with little time to prepare, implement, and 

evaluate. Third, decision-making in the moment shifted as there were heightened emotions, rapid 

implementation, and the unknown of whether decisions were going to result in a positive or 

negative outcome.  

 Fourth, sensemaking was identified as an on-going process that SHOs are continuing to 

participate in even today. Participating in sensemaking after a crisis includes developing and 

enhancing pandemic protocols and participating in tabletop exercises to prepare HRL units for 

future pandemic response. Lastly, the theme of community proved salient for every participant in 

this study. The community of SHOs in the Southeast served many roles and purposes and met 

regularly to share ideas, commiserate, and benchmark practices to ensure that their implemented 

protocols were not an outlier in how each SEC institution was responding. These five themes 

highlight the importance of sensemaking and the development of preparedness practices to 

inform future protocols and ensure that the next generation of Housing and Residence Life 

professionals can navigate similar disruptive instances of campus life.  

Theme 1: Aversion to Sensemaking 

The first theme discussed in this study is one of the most salient concepts throughout every 

participant interview, in some reference or another. Aversion to Sensemaking is defined as the 
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active decision of SHOs choosing to purposely compartmentalize their experiences to focus their 

energy and capacity on running the day-to-day operations of their units during the pandemic. 

Aversion to sensemaking represents several codes found through the data that relate to the active 

decision of not participating in the sensemaking process. Weick (1995) stated the following 

regarding sensemaking: “Sensemaking is tested to the extreme when people encounter an event 

whose occurrence is so implausible that they hesitate to report it or fear they will not be believed. 

In essence, these people think to themselves, it can’t be, therefore, it isn’t.” (p. 1). Aversion to 

Sensemaking included aspects of sensemaking in which SHOs were individually reacting in the 

moment, especially during the initial two years of the COVID-19 pandemic when they did not 

have the space or capacity to fully evaluate the enormity of the pandemic, why a decision or 

protocol did not work, or develop practices in real time to avoid similar instances in the future. 

The COVID-19 pandemic served as an unprecedented event that many SHOs felt was something 

that they had not seen during their professional journeys. Rob stated that in the time that they had 

been in the HRL field, the COVID-19 pandemic was a unique phenomenon: 

…and I’ve been in this field over twenty-something years, and I don’t know that I’ve 

ever seen something that, you know, that we’ve had to manage in this way. 

     Aversion to Sensemaking was attributed to Weick’s (1995) sixth principle: extracted cues. 

Weick (1995) stated that cues are small context clues that are assigned to a particular scenario 

which enable a character to make decisions. Regarding SHOs and the COVID-19 pandemic, 

SHOs were able to make an active decision to "shelve" various aspects of their experiences to 

maintain enough capacity to focus on what was pertinent at that exact moment. This ensured that 

the needs of their departments were being met, and enough focus was placed on managing the 

present environment. Ali described that this conversation focusing on their experiences during 
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the COVID-19 pandemic was the first time in four years that they had processed the pandemic to 

such depth:  

You asked me these questions, and I [realized] that I kind of shelved some of that 

[experiences during the pandemic]. So, I am going to do my best to recall some of this… 

you know… because it was such an unfortunate situation. We all know that, but we 

learned a lot. 

Ali’s ability to recall the COVID-19 pandemic is important to note as Weick’s (1995) 

sensemaking framework highlights the need for retrospection and the ability to process events in 

a manner that is timely to the event and can be applied in a way that builds upon the lived 

experiences of the individual. Ali’s statement shows that COVID-19 was significant yet 

unfortunate, which lessens the want to process and undergo the sensemaking process in a way 

that allows for more facts and less plausibility. To have an aversion to the sensemaking process, 

particularly about the COVID-19 pandemic could impact the ability of SHOs to recall particular 

aspects, which expands the timeframe for sensemaking to occur. 

If one process or decision did not garner the desired outcome, there was not time to evaluate 

the “why” or how things could have been done differently and actively participate in the learning 

process. Nor was there a desire for SHOs to take the time to actively reflect, evaluate, and learn 

from their situation in real-time. Being inundated with information consistently, navigating 

campus politics, and working with emotional students, parents, and staff put many SHOs at 

capacity where further processing was overwhelming. Joey shared that they related to other 

SHOs and “shelving” aspects of the pandemic that felt overwhelming to process:  

You know all of the things that you mentioned about putting [COVID-19] on a shelf? Yeah, I 

definitely did that because we just kept going. And we didn’t take the time to stop and 
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unpack it. There was one point last fall, and I had gotten to the point… you know how it is… 

doing two or three jobs, usually because there is a gap somewhere, and so you’ve got it. 

Somebody’s got to fill it. There’s another hurdle, there’s more to do. There’s this that or the 

other and somebody needs something. And so there came a point where, probably around this 

time last year, I felt myself getting very frustrated easily, and that’s not me. And I just 

realized I needed to stop and just do a lot of reflection. And it had some to do with COVID. 

All of the emotions that went with COVID. 

SHOs had to immediately move forward and work to develop and implement the next 

response, whether that be from upper administration, parents, or staff. Additionally, the 

overwhelming nature of the pandemic limited the capacity of SHOs to actively reflect on these 

aspects of the pandemic and how the HRL world as they knew it had changed for the foreseeable 

future. Kaycee highlighted their numerous emotions that played a factor in feeling overwhelmed 

in their role: 

One of my first emotions was definitely fear. I’ve never been through a global pandemic. I 

can recall at one point saying ‘So it’s like the flu? Like we’re doing this all over the flu?’ 

And I think it wasn’t until I understood that people were dying and the rate that people were 

dying… that real fear set in. Fear of the unknown, fear of being the person in charge of both 

people who live somewhere else, but people who live in spaces on campus. There was a lot 

of frustration because a lot of people didn’t have a clue. But we were trying to make 

decisions. Probably anger, if I’m being honest with you because I needed people to trust that 

I knew what I was talking about, and it didn’t always feel that way.  
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 But those are the kinds of things that were being placed, what I felt like was being placed on 

me directly. It was very overwhelming. It was physically exhausting. I would go many days 

with less than four hours of sleep.  

Kaycee highlights a few of the emotions that they experienced throughout the pandemic 

that are salient to not only their role as a SHO, but also as a human. Several SHOs noted that 

when the pandemic was first reported, there was little acknowledgement of the pandemic or 

significant pre-planning that occurred. The enormity of the COVID-19 pandemic is highlighted 

in Kaycee’s words as well as they spoke about the pressures and expectations placed on them as 

an SHO, which impacted their ability to make decisions and balance all the various things that 

were placed upon them.  

     Aversion to Sensemaking also occurred as college campuses began to return to normal 

operations and higher education had identified ways in which to operate within the “new” 

normal. Eight of the nine SHOs noted that this interview process was one of the first ways in 

which they had processed the pandemic to the depth that was reached. Derrick stated the 

following regarding their formal processing of the pandemic:  

 I really don’t know if I’ve really processed it [the COVID-19 pandemic]. This is probably 

the first time that I have really talked about it in depth. I’ve had some debriefs about 

internal processes before, but I have not talked about that experience before. I’m totally 

serious, I’m talking about things [in the interview] I forgot about and probably part of it 

is, I tried to forget about.  

 Like Ali, Derrick spoke about things, regarding the COVID-19 pandemic that they had 

forgotten about, and even actively tried to forget about. Making an active decision to try and 

forget about the experience shows the weight and overall impact on SHOs throughout the 
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duration of the pandemic and the additional barriers to sensemaking. The enactive nature of the 

sensemaking process shows that actors shape and create their own environments, and in some 

ways, actively avoiding sensemaking during times of stress is a way for SHOs to shape their 

environment into one that is the most stable and palatable during times of crisis.  

In many ways, Aversion to Sensemaking served as a mode of self-preservation for SHOs 

in the Southeast due to the number of factors that were outside of the control of HRL units across 

their campuses. With little time to process due to the constant directives from the university 

administration, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), and both national and 

local governments, SHOs need to find an outlet to place their experiences that may have been 

challenging or invoked significant negative emotions that allowed them to center themselves 

each day and enter their offices, home offices, or residence halls to address each new challenge 

the day would bring. The ability to compartmentalize these experiences helped SHOs to navigate 

the day-to-day challenges of the pandemic while freeing headspace to push through what had 

been and focus on what was happening in real time. In many ways, it seems like “shelving” their 

COVID-19 experiences allowed them to continue in their roles, even with little rest, constant 

stakeholder feedback, and supporting the needs of students and staff.  

Theme 2: Experiential Learning  

The second theme to be discussed in this study was experiential learning which served as 

a common theme among all nine participants. Experiential learning is defined as the type of 

learning that occurred for all nine participants and how those experiences directly influenced 

their decision-making abilities. Experiential learning represents a series of codes that reference 

various forms of organizational learning and professional development and compare the COVID-

19 pandemic to other responses to active crisis experiences such as weather-related crises and 
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student deaths. In the discussions with SHOs about their past experiences influencing their day-

to-day practice during the pandemic, it became clear that there was a clear reliance on these 

foundational experiences to inform how HRL units across the Southeast would move forward 

with planning and implementing pandemic protocols. As noted above in the participant 

descriptions, the more than 20 years of experience of each SHO is not an identifier that can be 

ignored, as the years of lived experiences are imperative to the success of SHOs and inform how 

they lead their units. Chandler, an SHO with over 20 years of experience in HRL stated:  

Well, I think there’s a reason why we all [SHOs] collectively advance our careers in and 

take on more responsibility and get exposed to more [situations], and so you hope that in 

those moments, because of the experiences we have had, we can use all of that to ensure 

we are as well-prepared as we can be. I think at an SEC level, the size of [our] institutions 

and scope of responsibility… you’re not going to have someone in those roles that don’t 

have some significant… probably years of experience prior to starting their roles. And 

there’s a reason for that, right? And even if you don’t think you’re ready, you will be 

because it’ll force you to get ready. You’ll learn very quickly what you don’t know.  

 Chandler highlights the necessity of experience for SHOs and the ways SHOs rely on 

those lived experiences to navigate their day-to-day experiences. The retrospective nature of the 

role of SHOs is paramount to their success and working to navigate the unexpected nature of 

HRL units across the Southeast. These lived experiences allowed the SHO to grow in their role 

but also actively engage with their environment and apply those learning moments to their units 

or the professionals they supervised.  

 Experiential learning was attributed to Weick’s (1995) second principle: retrospective. 

Weick (1995) stated that the retrospective nature of sensemaking centers on the idea of lived      
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experiences as a past-tense ideal where actors cannot know what they are doing until after an 

experience has occurred. These distinct events serve as a continuation of lived experiences on 

which future decisions can be made (Weick, 1995). Joey reflects on their past experiences in 

HRL and how specific past experiences influenced the way they supported students during the 

COVID-19 pandemic:  

So, my background is well, mostly residence life. And as a result, we do a lot of crisis 

management, emergency management trainings, as well as, unfortunately, a lot of 

practice. Everything from how do you run a situation where students cannot stay here all 

of a sudden. We ran a hotel. So, we were prepared for a lot of sickness that had to do with 

MRSA at one point, and then the Swine flu. So those nuances were experienced already. 

But the basics of emergency and crisis management remained.  

 The unique aspect of HRL units on college campuses allows staff to play a pivotal role in 

supporting the campus in times of need. Based on the ability of HRL staff to invoke their 

training, respond quickly, and manage a crisis, campus administration will often rely on HRL 

units to support them in times of need. Again, this level of expertise that HRL staff hold is reliant 

on past experiences and the ability to be retrospective to inform decision-making and make sense 

of and manage their environment. Blake shared their experiences during the COVID-19 

pandemic and how their campus administration leaned heavily on their unit for support outside 

of the traditional HRL role:  

I think that, again, we are housing. We’re resilient. We were the first people [campus 

administration] looked to. They were like ‘Oh, they’ll know how to quarantine people. 

They’ll know how to run a golf cart around campus. They’ll know how to do budgetary 

analysis and just get things done. No one ever faltered when asking us [HRL unit] to do 
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things. And I think that is something that really had [a lot to do with] … we deal with 

crises all of the time. And that part of [the pandemic] didn’t phase us.  

The reliance on HRL units in times of need was a topic that was discussed repeatedly 

throughout this study. HRL professionals are often referred to as “generalists” in the field of 

student affairs due to the various aspects of student life that intersect with residential life. From 

conduct to counseling and crisis management to mediation, HRL staff must have a foundation of 

all aspects of student life to refer, support, and engage with students to aid in their success. The 

more those skills are used, the more staff can apply these skills to ensure a positive residential 

community.  

The lived experiences of SHOs directly impacted and informed the way they made 

decisions and worked to lead their departments. Taking that retrospective approach allowed SHOs 

to view the COVID-19 pandemic from various viewpoints and segment their responses to ensure 

that the varying priorities had an appropriate response. Phoebe discussed their own strategies that 

they invoked to supplement their decision-making practices and how their lived experiences and 

learned values played a key role in their decision-making: 

I think it’s just that moral compass, or whatever it might be. So, I really tried to think 

about, you know, what I have heard before in those 29 years of experience. I always had 

a session before, and I had it during COVID calls, “Listening and Learning with Phoebe,” 

where it’s optional. But I just show up like every 6 weeks in a space, and anybody can 

come. Anybody who works in housing. And I ask, ‘What do I need to know?’  

These types of listen-and-learn sessions that Phoebe facilitates at their institution are a 

way for SHOs to make sense of their departments, identity issues, successes, and departmental 

culture. These experiences align with retrospective practices and especially holding these types 
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of spaces during the COVID-19 pandemic were a key way to have a robust understanding of 

what was happening in their unit but also reflect on the current situation.  

Throughout the nine interviews, the SHOs’ responses showed various ways retrospection 

serves as a principal component of sensemaking. SHOs not only made sense of the pandemic 

environment within their units but also found ways to rely on their lived experiences to inform 

their practice and impact real-time decision-making. Being able to rely on these lived 

experiences helped SHOs survive in real-time while “shelving” their COVID-19 experiences to 

focus on the next priority that was sure to come.  

Theme 3: Decision-making 

 The third theme that was identified was decision-making and the various processes that 

each SHO engaged in to move their department through the COVID-19 pandemic. Decision-

making is defined as the ability and practice of the SHOs to participate in decision-making and 

the factors present that influenced their thought processes during the first two years of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Decision-making represents several codes that highlight the decision-

making process, including preparedness, values, institutional support and involvement, 

community, and politics. When speaking with the SHOs about their own unique decision-making 

processes, there were several correlations that SHOs discussed that exhibited their strategies that 

were utilized to ensure that operations continued, even if those operations were non-traditional in 

nature.  

 Decision-making was attributed to Weick’s (1995) third principle of sensemaking: 

enactive of sensible environment, or enactment. Weick (1995) stated that actors engage and 

enact with their environments which allows them to further understand and make sense of their 

experiences. This also allows actors to engage in their environment, make decisions on how to 
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move forward, and even predict future events and how to respond to them (Weick, 1995). In the 

examples that Weick (1995) provides, there is no one singular environment in which all actors 

exist. Each actor assigns meaning and, as a result, enacts their own individual environment. 

Environments are enacted utilizing many things, but values, community, and preparedness all 

served as common attributes that impacted the decision-making processes of the SHOs. Phoebe 

took a value-based approach when making decisions and focused on the value of their staff at a 

time of uncertainty and safety was a pivotal factor in daily operations: 

[I had to think about] how do I treat RAs? How do you treat the front-line staff who are 

custodians standing in an elevator with four guys that are six feet tall and refusing to wear 

a mask? You know I can be in my office here and not be exposed, but they can’t be in 

their work location and not be exposed. So, you know, what is that? How do they need to 

look at things differently from how I communicate with other people? So, I really tried to 

use that as a guide to say, ‘How do people know they’re valued?’ How do they know that 

leadership cares about them and is considering them?’ … But I tried to have people be at 

the center of it, [including] our students, because nobody was looking at the staff. 

This person-first approach by Phoebe highlights the need for SHOs to center their 

decision-making process around the people who helped to ensure that HRL units continued to 

operate during the pandemic. This correlates to the social nature of HRL and the overall 

sensemaking process to utilize the interpersonal experiences to influence and guide their ability 

to not only make decisions but make decisions in a way that allows for the safety, care, and 

concern for all stakeholders.  

This values-based approach stemmed from not only the relational nature of HRL but also 

the values of each SHO and what aspects of their role constituted not only their personal values 
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but the institutional values as well. One such value that was highlighted in eight of the nine 

interviews was that of fiscal management and ensuring that the negative experience of students 

during the first semester of the COVID-19 pandemic was minimized as much as possible. In 

some form, each HRL unit represented by the eight SHOs refunded money to the students in a 

good-faith gesture to ease the transition to remote operations. Kaycee noted that in their 

experience, it was difficult for staff to support the decision to refund students money due to the 

financial state of their department: 

Like most campuses, we gave a refund in the spring, and I had housing staff who could 

not understand that rationale. You know, there’s a bottom line that gets impacted by 

[refunding students] and I had to be able to communicate that [rationale] to our staff.  

Kaycee further discussed the financial implication of the pandemic on their unit and how 

having further financial support would have been beneficial to support the student experience on 

their campus:  

I think unlimited resources for recovery. So, what I mean by that is, you know, 

everything costs money. And I think that yes, you can provide exceptional service, but it 

does cost money. And so, I wish that universities had a plan for recouping financial loss 

related to extenuating services and circumstances that are involved. We lost a lot of 

money during COVID. I said to somebody that we have lost more money than we have 

gained since I’ve been here because I have, since my time here, dealt with one 

catastrophe after another and I’m like ‘it would be great to see what it’s like to not be in 

the red every year. But we made some extreme decisions to ensure the safety of students 

that were very pricey, you know. … Were those the right decisions? Probably. But there 

was a significant financial impact. like not to be in the red every year. But we made some 
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extreme decisions to ensure the safety of students that were very pricey, you know. … 

Were those the right decisions? Probably. But there was a significant financial impact. 

financial impact. 

As significant revenue-generating entities on their campuses, HRL units highlighted the 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on their financial resources and how that impacted their 

decision-making. Whether that centered on refunds, asking for and obtaining funds from the 

institution, and the importance of recouping loss of revenue was a constant thought in the minds 

of the eight SHOs. Derrick discussed the loss of over ten million dollars when refunding students 

for the Spring 2020 semester and the impact that it had on the department in the distant future: 

 We refunded students’ rates. We refunded their payments from March to May. We took, I 

mean it was over a ten million dollar return for us. And we had plans for the summer. 

Those plans were already in motion. We had to put a halt on any improvements that we 

did that summer because we couldn’t touch anything.  

 These types of decisions have lasting impacts on HRL units across the Southeast, and 

with the amount of revenue generated by these departments, it is easy to see the importance of 

keeping finances, budget management, and resources at the forefront when enacting plans.  

Along with financial obligation-based decision-making, eight out of the nine SHOs 

interviewed discussed their varying levels of preparedness on their campus and how they were 

both prepared for certain aspects of the pandemic but also underprepared for the uniqueness and 

unpredictability of the pandemic. From finding and operating quarantine and isolation housing, 

relocating, or asking for funds to manage the crisis, or being the entity the university turned to 

manage the pandemic, the SHOs experienced varying levels of preparedness influencing their 
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response protocols. Chandler discussed their reliance on past experiences to influence their 

decision-making and their reliance on the fact that they were not alone while making decisions: 

You know, I felt like I had… in a time where you were like ‘How? Oh my gosh, 

everything is new.’ I just kept going back to ‘Okay, what do you know? What do you 

know how to do? Stick to the basics of how you make a decision, right? Where are you 

gonna get your information? Get as much as you can. Rely on the experts. Continue to 

rely on the experts. You’re not in this alone. By any means. There’s a group of you that 

are going to make these decisions.’ 

Chandler also discussed during their interview how SHOs continue to collect 

responsibilities and experiences throughout their professional journeys to be as prepared as 

possible during a crisis: 

Well, I think there is a reason we all [SHOs] collectively advance in our careers and take 

on more responsibility and get exposed to more, and so that you hope in those moments 

[of crisis], because of the experiences you have had, you can use all of that, in bits and 

pieces, to get you well prepared.  

When asked in what ways they felt prepared for the pandemic based on their role as 

SHO, Ali shared the following: 

None! Who’s prepared for a pandemic, right? I was nowhere prepared. You know, you 

think you are prepared, but you’re not, you know from years past. You work on these 

different plans and then a pandemic comes to campus. This is what we are gonna do… 

steps 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5. We are good to go. We pull out that plan, look at it and say, ‘This 

is garbage.’ Everyone has a plan, until you get punched in the mouth, that was a Mike 

Tyson plan, right? 
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 What Ali is referring to in this statement is that SHOs can plan and try to be as prepared 

as possible. The COVID-19 pandemic showed colleges and universities’ HRL units all over the 

Southeast that preparedness is a relative concept and there are always new crises to navigate, and 

being able to pivot and be flexible is key. Ali continues: 

 But that’s it, you know? You can plan all day until you get into the moment. It’s just a 

guide, right? It’s just the guide for the “what else.” But the big thing is, like I initially 

said, you’ve got to be able to pivot and be a quick thinker. In the moment, it’s like 

playing ball, right? You play ball, you’ve got seconds to make a decision, and in this 

case, planning for a pandemic… (long pause) … no one was really ready for that. We 

(SHOs) shot a lot from the hip. Some of it was good, some of it wasn’t.  

Dolly shared that their experience as a decision-maker did not necessarily change, but the 

environment in which they made decisions did. 

I don’t know that the role… as far as decision-maker… changed a lot. I probably made 

more decisions. With less counsel than I traditionally do, just because that’s the way that 

it had to be. We had to move quickly. Some direction would come from campus, and it 

just was what it was. And once a decision was made, we were moving on a lot of the 

times [to the next thing]. 

When speaking with each of the nine SHOs interviewed for this study, the concept of 

being a key decision-maker for their unit was prevalent throughout, and how the enormity of the 

COVID-19 pandemic impacted that decision-making process. Some, like Kaycee, felt more 

alone in their position as SHO, while Chandler felt supported knowing they were not alone in 

their decision-making. This spectrum lends to Weick’s (1995) discussion of enactment and that 

each individual lived reality of the SHOs was unique to them, even though they were 



 
 

 118  
 

experiencing the same pandemic, in the same region, and at institutions that shared aspects that 

identified them as peer institutions.  

Theme 4: Sensemaking       

 The fourth theme to be discussed in this study was sensemaking and how SHOs continue 

to make sense of the COVID-19 pandemic. Sensemaking is defined as the ability for SHOs to 

effectively and actively participate in mentally processing the COVID-19 pandemic to inform 

future practice and mitigate crises in the future. Sensemaking represents several codes identified 

throughout the data that relate to the sensemaking process of SHOs in the Southeast. Earlier in 

this section we discussed the aversion to sensemaking and that SHOs actively decided to 

“shelve” their COVID-19 experiences to maintain capacity for the ever-changing nature of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Sensemaking, however, still had to occur on some level, as it is a process 

that actors must go through for any type of understanding or decision-making to occur. Weick 

(1995) stated that actors are actively taking part in structuring the unknown events that unfold 

within their realities. While sensemaking helps to align said structure, the SHOs who participated 

in this study shared their experiences of sensemaking and the strategies they utilized to make 

decisions.  

 Sensemaking was attributed to Weick’s (1995) fifth principle: ongoing. Weick (1995) 

stated that sensemaking, as an activity, never truly starts. As actors, humans are consistently 

experiencing stimuli and working to extract cues from the past to make sense of the here and 

now (Weick, 1995). The ongoing nature of sensemaking contributes to the ever-present 

experience of actors finding themselves in complex situations and sensemaking being a constant 

in those times of uncertainty (Weick, 1995). Joey shares their experiences with the COVID-19 

pandemic and how they managed to operate given the unusual circumstances: 
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 But we were taking care of business, not only housing [students], making sure they’re 

fed, getting them to their doctor if their doctor hadn’t heard from them, as [doctors] were 

supposed to connect with the student directly. Literally picking up medication from the 

drug store and sending it to them and having the student, hopefully, cash-app us to get the 

funds back. It was just those kinds of… more in person, personal kinds of pieces that, 

now that I’m thinking about it…2 years later, I feel that’s been lost somewhere. At one 

point [personal support] was so valued because we [housing] were the only ones that 

would or… had to do it on that level.  

The various responsibilities of HRL units during the initial two years of the COVID-19 

pandemic were varied and often deviated from the day-to-day support services of residents. With 

direct access to students, HRL staffs filled the gaps in operation that the universities were not 

able to fill based on their organizational structure. This interruption in departmental norms 

served as a significant barrier to sensemaking. 

 Joey also discussed their experiences with certain strategies that not only helped them to 

process their role during the pandemic, but ways that they had to prioritize themselves to be able 

to continue to make quick decisions for their unit: 

One, I did a staycation and I did some soul searching and unpacking for myself. I found a 

really good book that connected with me spiritually and I really just took the time to go 

on my personal journey. And two, I looked into counseling for a while… and then those 

two things certainly helped me… not just to process COVID, but also to recognize my 

emotions and how they were all over the place. And I recognized that I wasn’t being Joey 

as much.  
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This focus on personal wellness by Joey shows a need for SHOs to center themselves 

personally to be able to center themselves professionally. When these two aspects align, SHOs 

are better able to make sense of the world around them and develop avenues to formally process 

their experiences. Joey also spoke about reflecting on their COVID-19 experience which helped 

them to process and identify the direct and indirect impacts of the pandemic: 

And I just realized that I needed to stop and just do a lot of reflection. And it had some to 

do with COVID. All of the emotions that went with COVID…there wasn’t a true making 

sense of it. Besides, yes, I need to do more. My boundaries, and yes, our staff is still 

short-staffed and doing too much. We gotta make these changes but these changes aren’t 

drastic enough… or we just haven’t stopped in order to take the time to do it as 

effectively as I’d like.  

The retrospective nature of reflecting on the COVID-19 pandemic is imperative to the 

sensemaking process. Joey discusses the myriad of emotions that accompanied COVID-19 and 

the impact that it had on the ability to actively process. Due to the cyclical nature of the 

academic years, there has not been enough time to stop and think and before it was time to get 

ready for the next academic year, recruit the next year’s staff, or plan for ways to enter the new 

post-COVID era. This lack of space to effectively process and make sense of the pandemic limits 

the sensemaking process not only for the individuals but the units as well. In turn organizational 

learning is limited or slowed, which could lead to lasting negative effects on the institution. 

Another aspect of sensemaking that was highlighted in the interview with Dolly was the 

idea of taking outside information and utilizing that information to make decisions. Due to the 

politicized nature of the COVID-19 pandemic and the barrage of information being shared by the 
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government and among the public, there was an aura of skepticism around what was being 

shared. This centered around the understanding of COVID: 

I was taking information from others that informed my understanding of COVID, and I 

think in the future, which would just be one of my data points that I would collect to 

understand what’s happening on campus. Or nationally or internationally, and I definitely 

wouldn’t take the word of two or three people as wholeheartedly as I did [before the 

pandemic].  

This level of pause and skepticism for SHOs is understandable due to the amount of 

misinformation that was shared throughout the pandemic as well as the rapid change of 

information. The daily updates and guidance from the Centers for Disease Control and 

governmental insights were enough to cause concern and mistrust. SHOs were making the best 

decisions that they could with the information that they were given and that had to be enough in 

the moment.  

COVID-19 brought changes to the roles of SHOs and changed how HRL departments 

operated. SHOs reported to work in many new spaces, became experts in the student experience, 

and led their departments through these changes. Sensemaking occurred in these times, but 

sensemaking also occurred after the pandemic and throughout the interviews with SHOs. 

Throughout the interviews, I observed participants thinking deeply about questions that I asked, 

listening to digressions, and noted when participants actively shared that they were thinking 

about COVID-19 deeply for the first time. Blake shared their experience of how their role 

changed, but also aspects of the need to actively process and document the pandemic: 

I think that is something that was really eye-opening, and that I was reporting out in a lot 

of different spaces in that role. Thinking back on it, I need to write that stuff down, 
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because, honest to goodness, I haven’t ever… and I was like… that was a crazy... and my 

role was very different, as we were looked to very differently than what we are now.  

Blake’s account of needing to document their practices during the COVID-19 pandemic 

is a retrospective approach to learning. The length of time that passes from an event, however, 

does not allow for the best recall, and things tend to be forgotten the longer time goes on. These 

differences that are notated in Blake’s statement show the need for retaining experiences from 

the pandemic to be able to refer to and acclimate more easily during times of crisis.  

When discussing the ways in which they may have processed the pandemic, Rob stated 

that they had ample opportunities to share their experiences in student affairs meetings and the 

ability to debrief was instrumental in their own personal sensemaking;  

We talked about it at a departmental meeting with the entire department together. We, in 

our student affairs meetings with all of the directors… it was discussed many, many, 

many times in terms of a debrief. I think there was a time where it was discussed… where 

the Chancellor came and he spoke to the directors, and thanking us, and everybody, for 

all of their work. And that was a time when he asked for feedback. So, there had been a 

number of different ways that people have been able to go through that and talk about it. 

And I mean we talked about it so much that I don’t know that people wanted to continue 

to talk about it. So, I think they were kinda like ‘all right, let’s get back to the norm.’ 

Rob’s description of debriefing and processing is one that was unique from their 

counterparts in this study. While others noted that they did not talk about the pandemic, did not 

document processes, or shelved it for a later time, Rob discussed an abundance of debriefing that 

led to stakeholders wanting to move on due to the number of times the pandemic had been 

discussed. However, the opportunity to provide feedback and share concerns was significant not 
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only for sensemaking but allowing units to implement feedback as well as continue to work 

towards normal operations.  

As shown in the excerpts from the participants’ interviews, sensemaking occurs 

differently for different people and happens in diverse ways. Some SHOs turned inward and 

were introspective to help them process the pandemic, while others utilized their communities to 

help think deeply about the impact of the pandemic. Sensemaking occurs on a spectrum where 

someone may process the pandemic actively in real time but also experiences moments of 

aversion to understanding. With these individual experiences, sensemaking occurred (and is still 

occurring), with the hope that the housing profession is changing for the better.  

Theme 5: Community 

 The final recurring theme throughout the nine interviews is community, and this theme 

served as a prevalent resource for decision-making for SHOs. Community is defined as the social 

network in which SHOs participated in that supported the sensemaking process and allowed for 

both formal and informal means of processing. Community represents several codes found 

throughout the data that related not only to the sensemaking process but also highlighted the 

support of specific individuals and groups to process and implement events that were happening 

on the SHOs’ respective campuses. Community includes aspects of social interactions that helped 

them not only make sense of the pandemic but inform their decision-making processes and 

commune with peers. One such peer group was made up of the SEC SHOs who met on a regular 

basis, often weekly, to discuss the newest information presented by the CDC and benchmark 

their practices among their peers. Kaycee remarked on the unique positioning of an SHO in times 

of crisis and highlighted the depth of their role during COVID:  
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 Well, because it feels like you’re not alone, because again, when you’re the Senior 

Housing Officer it is hard to feel like you have a peer on your campus at all. It doesn’t. I 

mean, you could have all of the directors in the world… and I say this with a bit… a lot 

of bias… and a bit of elitism as well. But being the Director of the Leadership office is 

not equivalent to being the Director of Housing, it’s just not. So, you don’t have peers on 

your campus who get it [in the same way].  

This unique take on the SHO experience speaks directly to the importance of community and 

highlights why the regular SHO Zoom meetups were so important to not only their professional 

life but also their own personal well-being. When there are no other peers on campus that can 

understand what an SHO is going through, that can be a lonely experience. The things in which 

SHOs were asked to do due to their proximity and access to students, it can be difficult to find 

peers on your campus who can understand, sympathize, or empathize with what the SHOs are 

experiencing. This aspect of community proved to be invaluable to many participants.  

Community was attributed to Weick’s (1995) fourth principle: social. Weick (1995) stated 

that the social aspect of sensemaking is important as ideas and mentalities are a shared 

experience and help to create the realities of everyone. The sensemaking process is not a solitary 

act and is directly influenced by those in our social circles, often governed by how actors interact 

with those around them (Weick, 1995). This included pre-developed relationships that SHOs had 

with various partners on their campuses. For some, this was the medical director, for others, it 

was the campus communications team. In these instances, the SHOs had collaborated with 

individuals on other crises and were able to leverage those relationships to navigate the 

pandemic. Kaycee shared their experiences on their campus and how those relationships were 

supportive during COVID-19: 
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 It was just a new kind of crisis that we didn’t know when it was going to end. But you know I 

had already worked closely with my communications team and housing, so we knew how to 

look at like what you need to communicate out. I had a good relationship with the division’s 

communications director. So that part… we weren’t starting from scratch. We didn’t have a 

blueprint for this specifically… well, we did have a blueprint for crises in general. 

 Kaycee referenced these pre-established relationships in a setting where they had 

managed a mold situation on their campus and had worked closely with key campus partners to 

manage the situation and navigate it as best as they could. Ali expressed similar sentiments on 

the importance of their relationships during the COVID-19 pandemic as well as the power of 

sharing information among peers: 

I think we had a good SHO circle where we shared information via the listserv. But there 

are tons of information going through the listserv from each institution or SHO. I was 

asked to share information, and we shared our experiences. One thing that may work at 

one institution didn’t work at another, but it was a valuable resource. I think it was a 

situation where we’ve had those SHO meetings and where we could get to know each 

other and exchange, you know, sale numbers (laughs), or you can pick up the phone and 

call one another. Then we could bounce ideas off of each other. So, I think the 

camaraderie, I guess the relationships that were developed from prior SHO meetings and 

discussions… I found it to be a valuable resource.  

With this sense of community came some learning moments as well. Joey shared their 

experiences meeting with the SHOs, and a lesson learned from that experience:  

We did check in once in a while. We asked; How are y’all doing? What are you doing 

with this?’ The emails were going back and forth asking; I heard this, what are y’all 
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doing?’ And so at least it was reassuring that you weren’t the crazy one, that this is not 

just happening here, or thank God, it’s not happening here. You know what I mean. So, 

we were able to unload with each other, and oftentimes I think we didn’t take advantage 

of it as much as we should, or took that for granted, and it was great to have those 

professionals to bounce things off of or just commiserate.  

Being able to reflect on these moments of community apply directly to sensemaking and 

the retrospective nature of this theory. To be able to engage with these specific instances and 

understand aspects of a crisis that would be managed differently or being able to articulate what 

could be done differently in the next scenario.  

The SHO meetings offered a variety of positive interactions that supported the SHOs in 

their sensemaking and their decision-making. Many times, providing understanding, 

affirmations, and even moments of counseling. In these settings, SHOs were the closest they 

could be to the individuals who were experiencing the COVID-19 pandemic in the same 

professional way. These SHOs were the ones that had the most understanding of working at a 

large, public, research institution in the Southeastern region of the United States and the unique 

aspects that made the pandemic more difficult to navigate. Blake discussed their experiences 

meeting with SHOs and what they were able to utilize from these meetings:  

Oh! I think that’s one of the things…the little things that help you to keep going. We 

started meeting as an SEC group, and I kid you not…It was my best meeting every week. 

And it was a little bit of ‘they understand.’ A little bit of ‘what are you doing?’ And 

offered affirmations on what our plans were…a little bit of a counseling session. Oh my 

gosh! I don’t think we would have made it without those [meetings] because… people 

would push back [at their institution] and I would be able to say, ‘Well, 5 of the other 
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SEC institutions are doing the same thing.’ And then that was like ‘Okay, maybe we can 

do that type of thing.’  

These social avenues of SEC SHOs during the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the 

social nature of the HRL field and communal nature of finding an outlet during times of stress. 

This supported sensemaking to utilize the experiences of other SHOs as well as informed 

decision-making on their campus. Having space to share ideas, gather feedback, and run 

scenarios past other experts allowed SHOs to utilize their capacities to care for their teams, 

student safety, and the ever-changing environment of the pandemic. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented findings of the decision-making and sensemaking processes of SHOs 

in the Southeastern region of the United States who answered the following research questions:  

In what ways have Senior Housing Officers participated in sensemaking of the COVID-19 

pandemic regarding their roles on college campuses? and In what ways did COVID-19 

pandemic change the roles of Senior Housing Officers and how did those changes reflect in the 

SHOs’ decision-making process? The gathered interview data was analyzed to determine five 

key themes and attributed to Weick’s (1995) seven principles of sensemaking: aversion to 

sensemaking, experiential learning, decision-making, sensemaking, and community. These 

themes were identified to highlight the individual and sometimes communal experiences of the 

participating SHOs.  

 The findings from this study support Weick’s (1995) organizational sensemaking theory 

that sensemaking is an on-going process with social parameters that requires enactment from the 

actors. The retrospective nature of the sensemaking theory allows for actors to extract cues from 

their environment and enact to formulate and execute decisions that are made. In this study, the 
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focus is on crisis management, the COVID-19 pandemic, the ways in which SHOs operated 

during unprecedented times, and how they managed their units and shifted in their traditional 

roles.  

Findings showed that all participants experienced the same COVID-19 pandemic but their 

realities on their individual campuses were unique. The participants also discussed the sense of 

community they felt among their fellow SEC SHOs and the utilization of each other as a 

resource toward success. During the interviews, the SHOs displayed learning from their 

experiences, articulated what they would do differently, and made plans on how to respond to a 

similar crisis in the future. These reflections on the COVID-19 pandemic helped the SHOs to 

further develop their leadership skills, solidified the importance of being prepared to respond to a 

crisis on their campus, and to continue the journey of making sense of a crisis that was 

unprecedented, enormous, and challenged everything the world thought they knew about a 

deadly global pandemic.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Implications, Recommendations, and Conclusion 

I designed and conducted this research study to answer two research questions: 1) in what 

ways have senior housing officers participated in sensemaking of the COVID-19 pandemic 

regarding their roles on college campuses, and 2) in what ways did the COVID-19 pandemic 

inform the roles of senior housing officers, and how were those experiences reflected in the 

SHOs’ decision-making processes? As key strategic decision makers for housing and residence 

life units in Southeastern Conference (SEC) institutions, the participants in this study discussed 

their day-to-day responsibilities and sensemaking processes during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

which included making decisions that not only impacted the students who resided on their 

respective campuses, but their staff members as well. This was a unique challenge given the 

ever-changing collegiate environment and the generational gaps between students and staff in 

housing, so it was imperative that SHOs adapt to the changes presented by the residential areas 

that they oversaw.  

I interviewed nine SHOs, asking them to share their lived experiences during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, their sensemaking processes, and how decisions were made. The 

participants were all SHOs at large, public, research institutions in the Southeastern Conference, 

each with over twenty years of experience in student affairs, largely in HRL. Using a semi-

structured interview and narrative approach, I utilized conceptual and in vivo coding for each 

individual interview and then compared interviews with the others to identify common themes 

prevalent throughout each SHOs’ experiences. I further interpreted my findings by aligning the 

gathered data with the identified theme to provide relevancy and context. In this chapter I will 

discuss how the conclusions generated contribute to existing literature, as well as the 
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implications for practice, potential limitations of this study, and future research 

recommendations.  

 The research presented in Chapter Four addressed the sensemaking and decision-making 

processes of nine SHOs who maintained their roles during the first two years of the COVID-19 

pandemic. During this research study's initial data collection phase, there was not a significant 

amount of research available on SHOs, their decision-making processes, or how they navigated 

large-scale crises that directly impacted the residential areas they oversaw. The literature 

surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic was also emerging during the development of this study 

and centered on the student experience and the transition from in-person to remote instruction 

(Weitz et al., 2021; Bozkurt, 2022; Daniel, 2020; El Masari & Sabzalieva, 2020). Therefore, 

there was a clear need for research-informed insight into the decision-making process of SHOs 

and their sensemaking related to the COVID-19 pandemic. As key decision-makers of large units 

on their campus, it is imperative to study and understand the continued learning of SHOs after 

the discovery of COVID-19.  

 This study’s data was collected using a qualitative, semi-structured interview approach. 

This approach was used to identify the key, lived experiences of SHOs in the SEC during the 

COVID-19 pandemic and to honor the voices of SHOs as they continue to make sense of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Delving into the experiences of SHOs during a critical time in higher 

education will provide insight into how the pandemic impacted HRL units during those initial 

two years but also highlight the experiences of SHOs and their unique role of managing students 

living on campus. This small but vital group of people on college campuses impacts the lives of 

residential students, staff, colleagues, and their own personal networks. Gathering data on their 

roles is imperative for continued learning in HRL. By utilizing this qualitative approach, I was 
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able to identify similarities of the collective SHO experience operating under similar conditions 

while showcasing the individual experiences and sensemaking processes of the SHOs. The 

overall analysis of the nine individual interviews revealed five different themes related to the 

sensemaking and decision-making processes of the SHOs. These themes include: (a) aversion to 

sensemaking; (b) experiential learning; (c) decision-making; (d) sensemaking; and (e) 

community.  

Discussion  

 The sensemaking framework by Weick (1995) was used in this study to understand how 

SHOs employed at SEC institutions during the initial two years of the COVID-19 pandemic 

participated in sensemaking in relation to their roles in their respective HRL units. The applied 

aspects of this framework included Weick’s (1995) seven principles of sensemaking. This study 

also sought to explore the ways the COVID-19 pandemic informed the roles of SHOs and how 

those experiences were reflected in their decision-making process.  

 For this dissertation study, the primary focus was on the sensemaking process and 

whether SHOs actively participated in formalized sensemaking procedures focusing on the 

traumatic nature of the COVID-19 pandemic and how that impacted their roles. The 

sensemaking process was severely disrupted for SHOs and severely affected their sensemaking 

processes. The findings from this research enhance and provide evidence to five of the principles 

of sensemaking framework and add additional context on the concept of “aversion to 

sensemaking” due to the enormity of the COVID-19 pandemic.       

The five generated themes provide rich data and detail about the experiences of SHOs in 

the Southeast during the pandemic, as well as the unique roles they play on college campuses as 

primary responders to crises. The journey of SHOs throughout the COVID-19 pandemic was 
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important to research due to their direct oversight of large residential populations and the unique 

relationship they have with students who live in the residential spaces 24 hours a day. This 

theoretical framework was appropriate to utilize in this study as it allowed SHOs to share their 

lived experiences and realities of the COVID-19 pandemic and provide a space where 

sensemaking could occur in real time with the researcher.  

When it comes to the first research question for this study, SHOs did not participate in 

intentional sensemaking of the COVID-19 pandemic, due to the overwhelming and traumatic 

nature of the worldwide event. Many SHOs made a semi-active decision to “shelve” their 

experiences and feelings to avoid thinking about the pandemic longer than necessary. Most 

SHOs expressed exhaustion and were working to do what was required to keep their units safe 

and functioning. Related to the second research question, I found that the decision-making 

process was informed by the unique impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic and shifted the ways 

decisions were made on a day-to-day basis. The fast-paced nature of the pandemic forced SHOs 

to not only operationalize directives from upper administrations at their institutions but also 

develop processes quickly with little time to plan, prepare their staff, or gather data to inform 

decisions. This led SHOs and their units to pivot constantly based on developing information and 

work to support not only the students in their care but the staff as well.  

Overall, the findings for this research study inform the practice of HRL professionals and 

how sensemaking has still not occurred or is occurring in small portions as time passes at the 

time of this study. The participants shared how their individual COVID-19 experiences impacted 

them as professionals and how that informs their overall practice. The experiences shared in this 

study about SHOs can provide significant insight into the role of aspiring future SHOs, 

especially with how to navigate an experience that was truly unprecedented and informed the 
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higher education landscape permanently. Recognizing that decision-making processes have been 

a pillar of the HRL profession for years, this study uniquely showcased how humanity and 

vulnerability proved to be paramount to the success of the SHO participants.  

  The findings of this study expand the literature on the subject of sensemaking and 

decision-making outlined in Chapter Two (Angeli & Montefusco, 2020; Burch, et al., 2022; 

Christianson & Barton, 2020; Conrath, 1967; Freeman et al., 2021; Higgins & Freedman, 2013; 

Hosoya & Kamioka, 2018; Seligman, 2006; Weick, 1995; Weitz et al., 2021). This study utilized 

the voices of SHOs to discuss the challenges faced during the COVID-19 pandemic regarding 

their ability to make decisions, make sense of the world around them, and the ways in which they 

participated in the sensemaking process. This study’s findings include five themes that support 

and expand Weick’s (1995) seven principles of sensemaking as outlined in Chapter Four. These 

themes are (a) aversion to sensemaking; (b) experiential learning; (c) decision-making; (d) 

sensemaking; and (e) community. In this section, I reengage extant sensemaking and decision-

making literature relevant to each of the findings from the study to illustrate my contributions to 

this understudied topic. 

Aversion to Sensemaking 

 All participants in this study discussed the distinct reasons why sensemaking was difficult 

to do during the first two years (and beyond) of the COVID-19 pandemic. Some noted the stress 

levels added to their day-to-day lives that made processing overwhelming, while others stated 

that they just did not have the time to process with the ever-changing landscape and demands 

from upper administration. Termeer (2009) discussed barriers to sensemaking and how breaking 

through those barriers required critical investigations and evaluations of various norms to move 

past fixed rules of the world. As I have discussed throughout this study, many barriers were in 



 
 

 134  
 

place that impacted the operational nature of HRL units during the COVID-19 pandemic and 

hindered the ability of SHOs to participate in the sensemaking process actively. In the profession 

of HRL, SHOs follow specific sets of norms pertaining to crisis response that guide the 

responses and actions of these responders. However, one thing that makes the response to the 

COVID-19 pandemic unique is that there was little precedence on how professionals could or 

should respond in the HRL realm to an event as unprecedented as the COVID-19 pandemic. This 

additional barrier contributed to the aversion to sensemaking by perpetuating ambiguity and 

challenging SHOs to process their realities in a new way with unique environmental stressors.  

 The crisis management model proposed by Wooten and James (2008) includes a 

sensemaking aspect and the need for crisis responders to effectively identify a crisis event, 

conclude what an event means for their surrounding environment, and identify action steps in 

relation to that crisis. When these key factors of sensemaking do not occur, the efficiency of an 

SHO to make decisions is hindered due to the inability to rationalize an unprecedented event 

such as the COVID-19 pandemic and does not support overall effective decision-making. 

Christianson & Barton (2021) also highlighted the impact of limited information on an 

administrator’s ability to operationalize directives given by the administration or effectively 

formulate action plans. When the ability to manage these aspects of crisis management are 

challenged by a lack of knowledge and precedent, compounded with exhaustion, it is easy to see 

how an aversion to sensemaking became a method of managing the pandemic on an 

interpersonal level. A reactionary response to a crisis provides its own unique stressors, often 

focusing on survival and moving through a crisis, rather than taking the time to make sense of 

the reality facing SHOs and allowing the COVID-19 pandemic to take up one further aspect of 

their professional and personal lives.  
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 Slagle et al., (2021) discussed the toll that a crisis can have on higher education staff and 

the significant responsibility placed on faculty and administrators. The five expectations 

discussed by Slagle et al., (2021); developing plans of action, effective communication, 

exhibiting care and concern for their students, adequate and plentiful resources and support, and 

most notably, continuity of learning during a crisis, are significant responsibilities placed on 

IHEs that are compounded by the unforeseen nature of the COVID-19 pandemic. Such 

conditions, during a crisis, hinder the process of sensemaking and contribute to what I have 

identified as a tendency to avoid sensemaking. Slagle et al., (2021) states these expectations, 

which are contradictory with the assumption of continued learning when the environmental 

conditions are set. When those conditions are no longer set, an aversion to sensemaking occurs. 

SHOs had to develop plans of action and communication plans with no context and 

changing information, limited resources to support students and staff, and attempting to provide 

an enriching experience for the students in the residence halls. Based on the responses of SHOs 

who participated in an interview, striving to meet these expectations was both exhausting and 

frustrating, two key emotions to support an aversion to sensemaking. The severity of these 

alterations to the SHO role was enough to challenge everything that SHOs know about the HRL 

experience and led to “shelving,” as one participant noted doing their interview. This “shelving” 

of the COVID-19 pandemic experience aided in the aversion to sensemaking as an avenue for 

SHOs to compartmentalize their COVID-19 experience to be able to focus on the present tasks 

at-hand. 

My research revealed this phenomenon of aversion to sensemaking as a way for SHOs to 

participate in a form of self-preservation and offers some reprieve from focusing on the 

pandemic even more than they did in their daily role. This finding informs the sensemaking 
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theory in a critical way. The active decision to avoid sensemaking and compartmentalizing key 

stressors that oppose the decision-making process limits the ability for true sensemaking to 

occur. Aversion to sensemaking informs this theory by addressing not only sensemaking during a 

crisis but allows for conversations and tensions around actors and their ability to choose to 

participate in this process. This understanding has reshaped the ways in which the sensemaking 

theory can be applied and allows for significant depth in personal autonomy of an individual’s 

sensemaking process, while reiterating the need to choose to revisit what was compartmentalized 

to support learning and sensemaking. This facet of sensemaking has reshaped how we should 

look at the sensemaking process and the reality is that it is not linear, nor is it systematic. The 

autonomy of the individual and their ability to intentionally navigate the sensemaking process is 

a phenomenon that supports the ongoing and reflexive nature of this theory. 

 The ability to revisit the pandemic at another time allowed SHOs to focus on the present 

reality, which based on the congruent crises that came to fruition, was what was necessary to 

manage the numerous barriers to operations and daily functions. This insight into Weick’s (1995) 

sensemaking theory allows for those imperfect moments of response, as well as highlights a 

reality of human nature, that being the need to compartmentalize traumatic events, which often 

accompany crisis situations.  

 As notated by the participants, a need for self-preservation led to their aversions to 

critically evaluating their experiences and developing strategies that they could utilize to manage 

their units and directives from upper administration in a fast-paced environment. Then, when 

SHOs and their respective HRL departments found their new “normal,” critically reflecting on 

the COVID-19 pandemic felt overwhelming, exhausting, and the last thing that participants 
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wanted to think about. When analyzing the data of the nine participants, the levels of aversion 

varied in nature, as did the level of formalized sensemaking that they may have participated in.  

Experiential Learning 

 Most of the participants identified the ways that their tenures in HRL prepared them for 

their roles as SHOs during the COVID-19 pandemic, which suggests experiential learning as an 

aspect of their sensemaking process. As learning from active experience allows for synergy 

between an actor and their immediate functional work setting (Sims, 1981, 1983), SHOs on the 

job experiences were a resource for them, not just as they navigated the COVID-19 pandemic but 

also in their sensemaking related to their work during the pandemic. Wang & Hutchins (2010) 

attributed skill-based training, coupled with crisis response efforts, can serve to provide 

experiential learning moments for SHOs. Tabletop exercises, case studies, and pre- and post-

crisis evaluations are all structured experiences that aid in the learning of SHOs. Along with the 

typical crises that occur on college campuses, these structured ways of learning provide critical 

context to the perspectives of SHOs which directly impact their overall response and decision-

making in times of uncertainty. Kiltz (2009) furthers the conversation on experiential learning by 

stating individuals who are responsible for making decisions about a crisis must have the ability 

for higher-level thinking and rationalizing the environment around them. These forms of 

response are direct results of experiential learning and are sharpened each time a crisis occurs.  

 Participants’ discussions of the ways their learning in the SHO position responsibilities 

were primarily on the job, meant they were used to this experiential learning process. Because 

experiential learning, according to Kolb (1984), is holistic in nature and includes action, 

reflection, and adaptation, many participants’ experiences included active involvement in their 

environment and taking what they learned in those specific moments to apply them to the future 
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scenarios they experienced. Kolb and Kolb (2009) state that the transactional process between 

and actor and their environment is just as important as the relationship between the organization 

and its environment, which in turn supports organizational learning, a clear demonstration of 

how micro level aspects of people’s experiences helped SHOs navigate leadership and decision-

making within their units. Jaques (2007) furthers the discussion on HRL training practices that 

often involve incidents that include mental health response, alcohol and drug use, and overall 

wellness. It is widespread practice in HRL units to simulate crisis situations for their live-in staff 

to apply what is learned in training to a moderated scenario to prepare them for situations that 

they may experience in their roles. To note that all nine participants who have engaged in live-in 

staff training started their experiential learning in HRL and since continued to learn and apply 

their knowledge to the way in which each SHO manages their unit.  

 Sims (1981, 1983) stated that on an individual basis, learning from active experience 

allows for a synergy between an actor and their immediate functional work setting. This 

individual experience allows for actors to engage in critical thinking skills, reflection, decision-

making, and problem-solving, all of which are key aspects of the SHO who is responsible for 

managing the day-to-day operations of their units (Kolb & Kolb, 2009). The context gathered 

and learned from SHOs during the COVID-19 pandemic will inform the profession of HRL for 

years to come. Several participants stated that future SHOs could utilize the knowledge of former 

SHOs to inform practice and face the next pandemic with more context, knowledge, and 

precedent. In this study, I found that experiential learning serves as a key functional task for 

SHOs across the Southeastern United States and continues to inform my practice every day. 

Davies (2008) provides an experiential example in the Virginia Tech shootings and outlines the 

response of those administrators and the impact on IHE across the United States. Though the 
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tragedy at Virginia Tech was experienced by one university, higher education learned many 

valuable lessons that have been instituted across campuses to mitigate similar instances of active 

shooters and early detection protocols for students of concern. These experiences have helped 

mold the SHOs as they have managed their units, which has helped to shape the higher education 

landscape forever. 

Experiential learning should be utilized to revisit the traditional approaches that HRL 

units across the country employ to inform their programming models, curriculums, and training 

practices. HRL has a long-standing tradition of operating in ways that are foundational to the 

field and have worked for many years, though are slow to change because many of those 

practices are still applicable and effective today. Experiential learning is foundational to the HRL 

experience, and this finding highlights the need to revisit practice to concentrate on experiences 

that support not only staff development, but the development of the students who reside in the 

residence halls. Building an HRL program with key learning outcomes centering on experiential 

learning not only prepares all staff for their next step but also supports the development and 

engagement of students and their on-campus experiences. For HRL units to explicitly identify 

the key experiences that they want students to be exposed to will help support consistency in 

experience but support the mission and values of the unit and the university. 

 HRL units center their programs on experiential learning to promote growth in the lived 

realities of their staff and their students. This includes the development of key skills that support 

the development of staff and students beyond HRL. These key experiential moments include 

conflict management, emergency response, and management. These experiences are initiated 

through various training exercises that are built to promote experiential learning and then 

supported by continued professional development opportunities. By centering experiential 
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learning in the development of training practices and continuing education supports learning and 

growth for individuals and HRL units alike.  

Decision-making 

 Decision-making serves as a key positional function for all SHOs interviewed and adds 

significant pressure to an already stressful role. Conrath (1967) stated that decision-making 

processes on college campuses are not a quick process and often include many stakeholders and 

constantly navigating bureaucratic guidelines and overall shared governance. This finding is 

consistent with research from scholars like Miller (2021) who shared that normal procedures 

were affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, and collegiate administrators faced extenuating 

circumstances that did not allow for following their traditional linear decision-making processes. 

In this study, I found that several participants noted that they had to pivot due to the changing 

nature of the pandemic which caused chaos and challenged their ways of thinking, which in turn 

made decision-making even more difficult under extreme circumstances. Many of the 

participants stated that their decision-making processes changed greatly, and decisions were 

made to protect the safety of students and staff alike. Miller (2021) suggested that, traditionally, 

institutions of higher education relied on precedent and traditions when making decisions to 

ensure that institutional reputation was maintained. As the COVID-19 pandemic progressed, 

participants explained that their decisions began to focus more on the safety and well-being of 

students and staff that was different than before the pandemic. COVID-19 forced SHOs to think 

in more diverse ways and expand their responses to the consistently changing landscape and 

demands from various campus stakeholders (Lemione & Richardson, 2020). Wooten and James 

(2008) further discussed crisis management and the ability to navigate pressured decision-

making, which is exemplified in the COVID-19 pandemic. SHOs were faced with unique 



 
 

 141  
 

circumstances that often pushed their units into unfamiliar roles, due to the unique and varied 

experiences of HRL professionals. HEL units were often seen as problem solvers and first 

responders during the pandemic due to their roles during the academic year. So much so that one 

SHO described their frustrations surrounding the amount of work their unit was called to do in 

comparison to their peers on campus. This exemplifies the way HRL professionals and SHOs 

were depended upon to make sure students were cared for. Most of the participants stated that 

their decision-making processes changed greatly, and decisions were made to protect the safety 

of students and staff alike. This shift in decision-making showcased a reconfiguration of values 

and exemplified certain priorities that were brought to the forefront due to the COVID-19 

pandemic. This shift in priorities and values was due to the institutional and departmental need to 

ensure operational continuity. This commitment to institutional fidelity showcases the need for 

effective preparedness and response practices and support continued operations throughout the 

pandemic. 

This skeleton model in which institutions operated showcased the need to focus on the 

basics to support long-term survival during such an unprecedented event. As discussed in 

Chapter Four, finances and safety of staff and students drove the decision-making processes of 

SHOs during the pandemic. The responsibility of these two values weighed heavily on the 

shoulders of the SHOs due to the consequences if they were neglected. The potential loss of both 

individuals and finances was enough to spur SHOs to lean into the uncomfortable nature of the 

pandemic and make decisions to support staff and minimize loss of revenue.  

Miller (2021) suggested that, traditionally, higher education institutions relied on 

precedent and traditions when making decisions to ensure that institutional reputation was 

maintained. As the COVID-19 pandemic progressed, participants explained that their decisions 
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began to focus more on the safety and well-being of students and staff, which was different than 

before the pandemic. COVID-19 forced SHOs to think in more diverse ways and expand their 

responses to the consistently changing landscape and demands from various campus stakeholders 

(Lemione & Richardson, 2020). Wooten & James (2008) further discussed crisis management 

and the ability to navigate pressured decision-making, which is exemplified in the COVID-19 

pandemic. SHOs were faced with unique circumstances that often pushed their units into 

unfamiliar roles, due to the unique and varied experiences of HRL professionals. HEL units were 

often seen as problem solvers and first responders during the pandemic due to their roles during 

the academic year. So much so that one SHO described their frustrations surrounding the amount 

of work their unit was called to do in comparison to their peers on campus. This exemplifies the 

way HRL professionals and SHOs were depended upon to make sure students were cared for.  

 It is important to look at the interaction of crisis management and decision-making on an 

institutional and individual level as one connects to the other. Mitroff et al. (2006) stated that the 

before, during, and after phases of crises must be actively evaluated, and decision-making must 

occur at all levels. Wang and Hutchens (2010) discussed effective decision-making and being 

able to respond in an effective manner supports institutional recovery. But this idea is in direct 

competition with the idea of the COVID-19 pandemic and the ability for effective decision-

making in constant tension with the changing environment. Most participants noted that prior to 

the introduction of COVID-19 in the United States in January 2020, many avoided planning 

ahead or actively preparing for the pandemic impacting their campus due to the idea that 

something like the pandemic would not impact them. All participants also stated that they made 

decisions in the moment and much more quickly than they were used to doing, which in turn can 

cause uncertainty without the ability to process or develop an idea. After the first two years of 
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the pandemic, most participants stated that their participation in decision-making included 

moving on as quickly as possible from COVID-19 which ties back to the idea of the 

development of an aversion to sensemaking discussed earlier in this chapter. 

Sensemaking 

 Sensemaking serves as a common thread throughout each identified theme and serves as 

the overall framework for this study. Sensemaking is a vital component to decision-making, 

navigating a crisis, and organizational learning. This phenomenon was exacerbated by the 

COVID-19 pandemic due to the complete disruption of life due to lockdowns, disrupting the 

daily operations not only of colleges and universities, but the entire world.  

I asked each participant specifically about their sensemaking process and in what 

formalized ways they each had made progress in processing the COVID-19 pandemic and their 

roles in it. Several participants stated that they were just trying to connect the amount of 

information they were receiving from various entities while also navigating gaps in knowledge. 

Marshall et al. (2020) stated that when gaps are present, administrators use all information and 

context to be able to provide a quick response, even if that response is less efficient or effective. 

This often resulted in needing to pivot and change direction to operationalize new information 

and ideas to support students. I found that participants expressed the same sentiment in notating 

the amount and speed of information that was changing and the need to pivot to maintain 

operations. In conversation with the idea of context during the COVID-19 pandemic, Islam et al. 

(2022) found that there were three main inhibitors to learning during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

which likely impacted the overall institutional operations: information overload, inconsistency, 

and lack of information; lack of documentation and reflection; and administrative structure and 
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hierarchy. These inhibitors to learn further exacerbated the sensemaking process limiting the 

SHOs in decision-making contexts and limited learning in the present. 

Sensemaking occurs at various stages of the crisis process from pre-crisis preparations to 

post-crisis evaluations and anywhere in between. Several participants stated that they had 

participated in formalized debriefs with upper administration or in departmental meetings, the 

depth of those meetings was not enough to fully make sense of all they had experienced. Most of 

the participants also stated that their time spent interviewing with me was the most in-depth that 

they had reflected on the pandemic and their roles as SHOs, highlighting that even four years 

after the pandemic was identified in the United States, SHOs were still making sense of the 

pandemic and their role in it both formally and informally. I observed this in real time as the 

interviews occurred, observing the body language of individuals, the long pauses as SHOs 

processed, and statements that lamented things that should have been done or managed in a 

unique way.  

 Weick (1995) discussed that when a traditional environment is interrupted by some 

outside entity (in this case, the COVID-19 pandemic), the sensemaking process is accelerated to 

help right whatever component no longer makes sense. However, due to the rate at which 

decisions, directives, and information were being given, sensemaking was even more difficult to 

accomplish. These barriers forced SHOs to rely on what they knew but also make decisions that 

supported the students and the unit at that moment. This particularly unstable environment was 

not conducive for effective sensemaking to occur and so many other priorities of SHOs were 

placed in the forefront, that sensemaking was shelved with the intentions to be revisited at 

another date. Rubin and de Vries (2020) highlighted the balance of risk, liability, and 

expectations as hinderances to sensemaking and delaying the overall process. The fatigue of 
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these expectations was a common theme throughout the conversations with SHOs and was 

identified as a reason that sensemaking and evaluation of the COVID-19 pandemic may not have 

occurred.  

 Weick (1990, 1993) suggested that when a typical environment is interrupted, actors 

utilize past experiences gained through experiential learning to inform decisions on how to move 

forward in their current realities. These interconnected aspects of the SHO experience highlight 

the importance of the sensemaking process and the effects of taking the necessary steps to 

process large-scale crises to better evolve response protocols for future crises. The findings from 

this study affirm Weick’s (1995) sensemaking theory in several ways. First, sensemaking served 

as a direct finding of this study and correlates to the seven principles of sensemaking as 

discussed by Weick (1995). Each finding was also able to be attributed to one of the seven 

principals while also furthering the conversation on sensemaking.  

 Narrative inquiry studies support sensemaking as it allows participants to actively engage 

in processing by providing thoughtful questions and allows the participant to also serve as a co-

researcher. This unique dynamic allows for more fluid conversation and the ability to dive 

deeper into specific aspects and experiences of SHOs, which, in turn, supports their continued 

sensemaking of the COVID-19 pandemic. The ability for narrative inquiry approaches to support 

sensemaking, particularly involving crisis research, provides relevance for sensemaking theory 

and the continued analysis of Weick’s (1995) sensemaking theory.     ￼ 

Community 

 Weick (1995) shared the seven principles of sensemaking and highlighted the social 

nature of sensemaking. I found that the SHOs exemplified the social nature of sensemaking and 

how they utilized their community to make sense of the world around them, make decisions, and 
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benchmark to ensure that the decisions being made were well within their peer group. Every 

SHO stated that their peer group met regularly throughout the pandemic to discuss best practices, 

express concerns, and commiserate, and discuss what similarities and differences were occurring 

on their respective campuses. Miller (2021) highlights the importance of community among peer 

institutions for benchmarking purposes and best practices, a sentiment that was shared among the 

participants as a way of sensemaking. This aspect of community among peers provided insight, 

guidance, and commiseration on the collective and individual realties that the SHOs were 

experiencing throughout those first two years of the pandemic. 

 Weick (1995) described the sensemaking process as an act that is not solitary in nature 

and is often impacted by those that the actor interacts with on a regular basis. Throughout the 

participant interviews, many SHOs stated that their immediate environments included those in 

their home and those in their workspaces. From family to students to staff, those stakeholders 

became the center for which interactions occurred and most decision-making centered around 

these interactions. SHOs navigated feedback from students, parents, staff, and administrators 

influenced how and why decisions were made. Stakeholder involvement shaped the way rooms 

where packed, the development of quarantine and isolation housing, how students engaged when 

returning to campus, even the communication materials that were shared. Zdziarski et al., (2007) 

discussed how a stakeholder’s confidence in an institution rises when crises are managed 

efficiently and effectively.  

 Deverell (2013) identified sensemaking as a core concept of leadership that occurs during 

a crisis. As administrators who oversee units that are constantly responding to crisis situations on 

their campuses, SHOs are often looked to navigate crises on campuses and utilize their 

experiences to inform current practice. The use of community in this process was beneficial to 
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gather insights and support to navigate uncertainty and reinstate normal operations. Though 

stakeholders played a pivotal role in the decision-making processes of SHOs, the stress of 

managing the competing opinions negatively impacted the experience of SHOs during an already 

stressful moment in time.  

 Community aligns with the social principle of sensemaking theory and highlights the 

influence that the SHO social networks have on not only their experiences, but on their 

sensemaking as well. The weekly meetings that took place served as a low-stakes way for SHOs 

to share ideas, gather insights, and parse through ideas and suggestions to be able to operate in an 

effective way. This communal space supported sensemaking in real-time, allowing for context 

and evaluation of practices. The social nature of sensemaking and the community finding of this 

study furthers the sensemaking theory in a unique way. As discussed, an aversion to 

sensemaking occurred during the first two years of the COVID-19 pandemic, but the regular 

SHO meetings helped to partially remove that barrier and allowed sensemaking to occur in a 

communal fashion. This type of engagement allowed SHOs to slightly lower the walls that had 

figuratively been erected to protect themselves and their units from the onslaught of external 

stimuli and the overwhelming nature of the pandemic. This finding further engages in the 

discussion of the barriers to sensemaking and the ways that sensemaking can and will occur, 

based on Weick’s (1995) seven principles of sensemaking. To further advance sensemaking 

theory, there must be a continued effort to understand the barriers to sensemaking and the ways 

in which actors engage in and with their lived realities to actively participate in this process.  

Limitations 

There are ways in which my study fell short of my intentions or expectations, which are 

discussed as limitations. First, I facilitated several rounds of coding and a values analysis to 
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narrow down the extensive data set that I had gathered from each participant. In hindsight, I 

would have applied my values analysis more thoroughly throughout my findings to further 

highlight the values-based approach of HRL units and universities. I directly applied the values 

analysis to the decision-making findings of this study, but I see significant worth in applying 

throughout the rest of the findings, particularly aversion to sensemaking and experiential 

learning. Analyzing the values in the other findings would have supported the sensemaking of 

SHOs while also providing significant context to the field of HRL and the culture of SEC 

institutions. 

Second, interjecting further context about HRL and cultural contexts of SEC institutions 

throughout this work would have better served the study in providing unique perspectives and 

vantage points of the profession from myself as a HRL professional. The perspectives and 

context that I hold as both a professional and the researcher are evident throughout the study, 

however, there are areas where richer context could have been provided to support the reader in 

understanding the unique experiences of HRL professionals across the nation. HRL tends to be a 

profession that is reactionary in nature and manages scenarios involving the wellness of many 

individuals. It is the unknown nature of this role that serves as an example of why context would 

enhance the overall understanding of this study. 

Third, it became clear early on that participants were being careful and sometimes 

strategically vague in their comments given the political nature of COVID-19 and the political 

nature of being a senior administrator on a college campus. Due to the elevated roles that they 

hold, SHOs may have filtered their answers to ensure that their role and institution were 

portrayed in a positive way. Due to their leadership roles, there is significant weight to the words 

and actions of each SHO, especially when discussing missteps or shortcomings in their COVID-
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19 responses. Their narratives carry significant weight on their campus, and this could have 

impacted responses to certain questions or provided a viewpoint that is slightly different from 

their lived experience. This could be directly attributed to the small pool of SHOs and the 

concern with being identified through, which is why the demographics shared are limited.  

In selecting SEC institution SHOs, I knew that the political nature of the southeastern 

United States would play a unique role in this study as well as the political nature of COVID-19 

and the government’s role in managing the pandemic. With SEC institutions being in politically 

red states, there were unique tensions between institutions, the government, and key stakeholders 

that added an additional barrier to sensemaking and an aversion to navigating such a complex 

and volatile environment. My decision to focus on the experiences of the SHOs in the 

southeastern part of the nation and focusing on SEC institutions, suggests that these political 

contexts would be more meaningfully engaged in the analysis. While contextual aspects 

mentioned by participants were highlighted, there could have been more done to consider various 

aspects of the politically charged environments to highlight this unique congruent crisis. 

 Finally, I would be remised to not acknowledge my own sensemaking journey 

throughout this process and the preconceived ideas that I had at the initial development of this 

study. While I had believed that I had processed the pandemic, it became apparent early in my 

data collection process that I was making sense of my own experience alongside of the 

participants. As they discussed their own personal and professional experiences, I was able to 

draw parallels that helped to align my sensemaking process and the areas in which I still needed 

to process the pandemic. While this may not be viewed as a traditional limitation, it significantly 

impacted the way in which I approached my study and how I changed as a researcher throughout 
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the process. Not addressing my own sensemaking during this study would limit the reflexivity 

and credibility of the study. 

Implications for Practice 

 The importance of studying the voices of SHOs is vital for the continuation of positive 

practice in HRL units. SHOs describing their experiences during one of the largest crises our 

world has ever seen brings awareness to the fluidity required to navigate this particular senior 

leadership role. I provided a framework for aspiring SHOs wishing to transition into these types 

of leadership roles and how to navigate similar instances of crisis. I have provided a reference 

guide to what SHOs experienced, what lessons were learned, and tips and tricks to navigate the 

uncertainty of a crisis.  

 The conversations with each SHO provided several tangible changes that could mitigate 

the negative impact on HRL units during large-scale crises. One implication for practice is the 

need to actively implement crisis response protocols before and after a crisis occurs. The ability 

for an institution to be able to develop an effective risk assessment practice that occurs regularly 

on campus is a key way for institutions to stay abreast of crises that could potentially impact 

their campus. Active evaluation and documentation of current response practices, particularly 

surrounding infectious diseases, will better serve institutions in their response and mitigate the 

negative impact. However, a shift in institutional culture to make crisis management and 

response a constant conversation on campus, is the greatest implication for practice. This could 

be the development of an office of crisis management or asking individual units to create and 

evaluate their own response plans based on their specific operations. To engage in this work 

prepares institutions exponentially for the next crisis that may occur.  
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Another implication for practice would be for SHOs and institutions to evaluate the role 

of HRL on their campus and the ways to utilize the department and staff in times of crisis. 

Participants mentioned the unique role that their units played on their campus and how the shift 

in priorities occurred and how HRL units naturally flowed into the role of helping to manage the 

pandemic on their campuses. The toll that this pandemic took on HRL units was severe and 

pushed staff to their limits. If HRL units are going to shoulder this type of work in such a 

stressful environment, it is imperative for institutions to not only support, but ensure that the 

proper funds, person-power, and resources are available. Expecting HRL units to continue to 

respond in the ways that they did during the COVID-19 pandemic is not conducive to staff 

retention or morale.  

 Internally, HRL units can shift away from traditional roles and develop new ways of 

operation to support unit success. One method of shifting the culture of units to be crisis ready, 

HRL units can evaluate the position descriptions of current staff and include a responsibility that 

is directly invoked during a time of crisis. For example, when a new SHO is hired for their 

traditional role, there is also a responsibility listed that, during times of crisis, the SHO will 

operate as the incident commander of the unit. This can also be applied to all roles; for example, 

an administrative assistant could be responsible for all record keeping and documentation during 

times of crisis, or an associate director could be responsible for developing and disseminating all 

communications. Building in these scaffolding structures could help to manage crises more 

efficiently and support the overall sensemaking when specific roles are assigned, with less 

ambiguity when a crisis occurs, dividing valuable time that can be utilized for response. This 

suggestion also normalizes crises across the units, including facilities, business operations, and 

residence life.  
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 Another implication for practice is that the information I have provided can be utilized 

for personal development as well as institutional and organizational learning. With the 

formalized process of sensemaking and debriefing, organizational leaders benefit from taking 

these experiences and lessons learned from SHOs to document practices and procedures in a way 

that will inform practice and benefit organizational processes long-term. The experiences of the 

SHOs not only increases awareness of crisis response but also provides insight into the unique 

and dynamic nature of HRL units across the United States in times of crisis. This study could 

also provide valuable insight for senior student affairs professionals to understand the situations 

that SHOs were in during the time of the pandemic and understand the ways in which SHOs and 

their units were impacted.  

 Several SHOs discussed their own mental health journey throughout the COVID-19 

pandemic and the toll their role took on their personal well-being. Leaning on family members, 

utilizing mental health care professionals, and avoidance were all utilized as coping strategies to 

navigate the effects of the pandemic. Encouraging and supporting mental health during times of 

crisis is imperative to the recovery, burnout, and sensemaking of SHOs. This could include 

supported time away from the office that truly allows a SHO to disconnect post-crisis, intentional 

support in appropriately staffing units to avoid overloading, and mental health services and 

support from the institution. These suggestions allow for reflection and meaning making to occur 

which continues to support the SHO as an individual, and as the senior leaders of their units.  

 Lastly, I have provided an avenue to train new SHOs entering their roles. Training looks 

vastly different at the administrative level and often the role is learned on the job. Tabletop 

exercises could serve as both a training and planning tool to support new SHOs in the crises that 

are likely to occur on campus, reveal how prepared the institution is for those crises, and bring 
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new insights into the fold. Holding this intentional space for new SHOs will allow them to 

critically think about their role and apply their lived experiences to their new role. I utilized the 

voices of the participants to inform the practice of new SHOs as well as provide insight and 

context into the lives of these administrators during an active crisis.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Building on the findings I have presented, the first recommendation for research is to 

expand this study to include SHOs from various institutional types and across the United States. 

This research would expand the rich conversation surrounding the SHO experience during 

COVID-19 and would enable the profession to see if there are any institutional specifics that 

shifted the collective experiences of SHOs. The study could be conducted in a large-scale study 

or case study and could be broken down into regions, institutional type, or private versus public 

institutions. The ability to diversify the participant base could lead to comparative studies to 

highlight the differences and similarities between specific groups of SHOs and could provide 

valuable insight into how HRL units operated during the pandemic.  

Second, there is still significant room for continued research in the field of HRL and the 

impacts of COVID-19. With the pandemic being such a recent crisis, it is imperative to learn and 

understand the direct impacts on SHOs as well as their leadership development throughout the 

course of the pandemic. Several SHOs spoke to the ways that their leadership styles changed or 

shifted during the pandemic which, in turn, relates to decision-making and overall response. This 

more in-depth dive into the lived experiences of SHOs will continue to evolve the profession and 

prepare future SHOs for this unique role.  

Lastly, researchers should conduct a similar study to this to include other senior leadership 

roles such as vice presidents of student affairs, department heads, and even upper-level 
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administrators such as presidents to further understand the decision-making processes of these 

professionals during the COVID-19 pandemic. Insights into the experiences of these individuals 

could provide valuable lessons learned and best practices to utilize during the next global 

pandemic.  

Conclusion 

This dissertation study was conducted to fill the gap in the literature on the lived 

experiences of SHOs in the profession of HRL. While there is significant research on students 

and entry-level professionals, it is imperative to capture the voices of SHOs as the advocates, 

strategists, and leaders of these units. Particularly, I focused on SHOs who were at SEC 

institutions during the first two years of the COVID-19 pandemic. The theoretical framework I 

presented focuses on Weick’s (1995) sensemaking theory and a narrative approach was utilized 

to meet the goals outlined here.  

 The data I gathered can be used to understand the experiences of SHOs during the 

COVID-19 pandemic and understand the way they have continued to make sense of these 

experiences. The data I gathered is especially salient due to the unprecedented nature of the 

COVID-19 pandemic and the significant barriers that were put in place that impacted the ability 

of SHOs to process the world around them and impacted the way decisions were made at their 

institutions. The findings I present provide data on the central themes that directly correlate to 

Weick’s (1995) seven principles of sensemaking and furthers the conversation on the aversion to 

sensemaking. The findings I present in this study can be utilized to inform the practice of HRL 

professionals in the future and help to continue overall sensemaking of the COVID-19 pandemic.  
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Appendix A 

Informational Letter for Participants 

You are invited to participate in a research study to understand the sensemaking process 

of Senior Housing Officers (SHOs) during the initial phase (2 years) of the COVID-19 

pandemic. This study is being conducted by Lexy Payne, under the direction of Dr. Reginald 

Blockett, Assistant Professor in the Auburn University Department of Educational Foundations, 

Leadership, and Technology. You are invited to participate as a professional administrator who 

served as a Senior Housing Officer from March 2020-March 2022. The unique vantage point of 

SHOs during the start of the COVID-19 pandemic is crucial to investigate in order to better 

inform practice and support the crisis response protocols of higher education institutions across 

the United States.  

If you decide to participate in this research study, you will be asked to discuss your 

experiences in, decision-making, operationalization of institutional directives, and the ways in 

which you made sense of the COVID-19 pandemic in order to utilize your past experiences to 

inform crisis response protocols at your institution. Your total time commitment for this study 

will be approximately two hours.  

The risks associated with participating in this study are potential stress responses due to 

discussing your experiences of the COVID-19 pandemic in regard to your professional role. To 

minimize these risks, the researcher will offer breaks as needed in order to allow time for 

processing. If you decide to seek out professional help post-participation, you are responsible for 

any costs of professional assistance. If you participate in this study, you can expect indirect 

benefits of processing a potentially trying time during your professional career and utilizing our 
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discussions to participate in sensemaking of the pandemic. The researcher cannot process you 

that you will receive the indirect benefits described.  

Please note that there is no compensation for participation in this study. If you decide to 

no longer participate in this study, you can withdraw at any point. Your participation is 

completely voluntary. If you choose to withdraw from this study, your data can be withdrawn as 

long as it is identifiable. Your decision about whether or not to participate or to stop participating 

will not jeopardize your future relations with Auburn University, the Department of Education 

Foundations, Leadership, and Technology, or the researcher.  

Any and all data obtained in connection with this study will remain anonymous and 

confidential. We will protect your privacy and the data you provide by interview. Information 

collected through your participation will be used to fulfill an educational requirement and/or 

published in a professional journal or conference presentation.  

If you have questions about this study, please them now or contact myself, Lexy Payne at 

anp0053@auburn.edu or Dr. Reginald Blockett at rzb0118@auburn.edu. If you have questions 

about your rights as a research participants, you may contact the Auburn University Office of 

Research Compliance or the Institutional Review Board by phone (334) 844-5966 or e-mail 

IRBadmin@auburn.edu or IRBChair@auburn.edu. Having read the information provided, you 

must decide if you want to participate in this research project. If you decide to participate, the 

data you provide will serve as your agreement to do so. This letter is yours to keep for your 

records.  

Best, 

Lexy N. Payne 

Doctoral Candidate 

mailto:anp0053@auburn.edu
mailto:rzb0118@auburn.edu
mailto:IRBadmin@auburn.edu
mailto:IRBChair@auburn.edu
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Appendix B 

Informed Consent Script 

 My name is Lexy Payne, and I am a doctoral candidate in the Department of Educational 

Foundations, Leadership, and Technology at Auburn University, under the direction of Dr. 

Reginald Blockett. I am conducting a research study on the sensemaking process of Senior 

Housing Officers during the initial two years of the COVID-19 pandemic. The overall goal is to 

understand the thought processes of SHOs during a time of uncertainty and identify the ways 

SHOs participated in sensemaking in order to inform practice and decision making during the 

pandemic. I would like to see the results of this study inform the practice of future SHOs and 

provide insight into the reality of SHOs at times of unprecedented crises.  

 Today, you will participate in an individual interview which will take approximately an 

hour and a half. Your participation throughout the duration of the interview is completely 

voluntary. If you no longer wish to participate, you may stop the interview at any time. Your 

participation in this study and your responses will be kept confidential. Your name nor any other 

identifiable information will be included in my dissertation or any other publications and 

professional presentations. If I use a direct quote from your interview, I will use a brief 

description to define you. There are minimal risks associated with this interview. If you agree to 

participate in this interview, please say yes. (Wait for a response).  

 With your permission, this interview will be recorded, including an audio version and a 

visual version. The recordings and subsequent data will be stored in a password-protected online 

database and will be kept until my analysis is completed in December 2024. The files will then 

be destroyed. I will have sole access to this data. May I have permission to record this interview? 

(If yes, record. If not, do not record and complete the script).  
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 If you would like a copy of this letter for your records, please let me know and I can 

email you a copy now. If you have any questions regarding this research, please ask them now or 

contact me at 270-993-0892 or anp0053@auburn.edu. Additionally, you can contact my advisor, 

Dr. Reginald Blockett at rzb0118@auburn.edu. If you have any questions about your rights as a 

research participant, you may contact the Auburn University Office of Research compliance or 

the Institutional Review Board by phone at (334) 844-5966 or by email at 

IRBadmin@auburn.edu or IRBchair@auburn.edu. Your participation in this study is appreciated. 

  

mailto:anp0053@auburn.edu
mailto:rzb0118@auburn.edu
mailto:IRBadmin@auburn.edu
mailto:IRBchair@auburn.edu
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Appendix C 

Email to Senior Housing Officers 

Subject: Assist with Dissertation Research Study  

Good afternoon, SHOs! 

I hope this email finds you well!  

My name is Lexy Payne, and I am a Doctoral Candidate at Auburn University. I am conducting a 

qualitative study on the sensemaking process of Senior Housing Officers (SHOs) in the 

Southeast, specifically during the initial phase (first two years) of the COVID-19 pandemic. I am 

interested in meeting with you based on your role as an SHO, the way you were involved in the 

operationalization of directives from your administration, and how you have leveraged what you 

learned into the development and learning of your organization. I would like to schedule a Zoom 

interview with you to discuss your experiences at a time that is convenient for you. We will 

schedule a 1.5-hour interview slot to allow ample time for us to discuss your experiences.  

If you are interested in participating, please email me at anp0053@auburn.edu with your 

availability for the next two weeks and I will respond with a confirmed time slot and Zoom link. 

Please note that there is a potential risk associated with this interview. We will be discussing 

topics that may trigger emotional responses based on your specific experience with COVID-19. 

If you are aware of a SHO from the Southeast region that has retired or moved on to another role, 

please feel free to forward this email if you think that they will be interested in participating in 

this study. I can be reached at anp0053@auburn.edu. The goal of my recruitment process is to 

reach a diverse group of SHOs to share their experiences and to inform the practice of future 

housing professionals.  

mailto:anp0053@auburn.edu
mailto:anp0053@auburn.edu
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If you have any questions or would like to discuss further before committing to a meeting time, 

please feel free to contact me at anp0053@auburn.edu or 270-993-0892. Please see the attached 

letter for further information.  

Best,  

Lexy N. Payne 

Primary Researcher 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

mailto:anp0053@auburn.edu
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Appendix D 

Interview Protocol 

1. Could you please tell me about yourself and your journey to becoming a Senior Housing 

Office (SHO).  

2. Could you please describe your professional role in detail? 

a. Key responsibilities day to day 

b. Key responsibilities during crisis 

3. What was your key role/s during the COVID-19 pandemic? 

a. In what ways did this role change? 

4. Can you describe your thoughts as new COVID-19 protocols that took place on your 

campus? 

a. Initial thoughts? 

b. Feelings/emotions? 

c. In what ways did you feel prepared? In what ways did you feel unprepared? 

5. Can you define what success looked like for your department during the COVID-19 

pandemic? 

a. Did that look different from the RA perspective? Entry level? Leadership team? 

6. What resources did you need to be successful in response to COVID-19 on your campus? 

7. What do you see as your department’s successes in their response to the impact of 

COVID-19? 

8. What do you see as your department’s areas of growth in their response to the impact of 

COVID-19? 
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9. In what ways has the COVID-19 pandemic impacted your emergency response protocols 

in your department? 

a. How has it changed your thoughts or ways of thinking surrounding crises 

management? 

10. In hindsight and knowing what you know now, how would you (or your department) 

respond differently? 

11. Define what sensemaking is. In what ways have you participated in sensemaking of the 

COVID-19 pandemic in regard to your roles on college campuses? 

12. What strategies did you use to guide your decision-making processes? 

13. In what ways did the COVID-19 pandemic change the roles of Senior Housing Officers 

and how were those changes reflected in the SHOs’ decision-making process? 

14. How have lessons learned from COVID informed your response to other “crises” on your 

campus? 

15. Should we experience another pandemic in our lifetime, in what ways do you feel that the 

housing profession is better prepared to effectively respond? 

16. What areas do we still need to work on as a field? 

17. As a future SHO, what advice do you have for me (or any other future professional) to 

help navigate large scale crises on our campuses? 
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Appendix E 

Initial Codes by Participant 

Ali       

Theme Values Code Description Source/Lines 

Functional 

Responsibilities Residential Experience 

Skills development, 

position expectations, 

view and scope of 

position, leadership style,  

92, 97, 117-119, 124-

127, 135-136, 298-299, 

310-312, 334, 362, 364-

368, 373-379, 412-413, 

838 

Role During a Crisis Residential Experience 

Management, 

communication, 

transparency 

141-146, 149-151, 155, 

167-169, 504-506, 725-

726, 734 

Uniqueness of Housing Residential Experience 

Each day is different, 

remain calm, working in 

housing prepares you for 

anything 164-165, 743-749 

Repressing/Shelving 

Aversion to 

Sensemaking/Learning Self-preservation 

177-179, 507-508, 771-

773 

Role During COVID Residential Experience Parent management 

182-185, 190-191, 208, 

214-216, 219-223, 

2340236, 243-246, 259-

267, 533-535 
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Dichotomy of being an 

SHO and Burning out 

Aversion to 

Sensemaking/Learning 

Navigating the personal 

side of covid and a 

department 206 

Flexibility Managing Crisis 

We had to pivot on a 

dime, no matter what 

decision was made 224-225, 459 

Areas of Growth Experiential Learning 

Independence (staff), 

development of crisis 

response plans, lack of 

plans, reviewing plans 

229-230, 606-609, 632, 

654-659, 663-664, 750-

751 

Successes Managing Crisis 

Getting items out of 

rooms, keeping the team 

together 232, 518-519, 550-555 

Community Community 

Relationship building, 

SHO community, team 

utilization, collaboration, 

utilizing professionals 

288-290, 411-412, 574-

603, 681-982, 697-703, 

725-726, 753-757, 832-

839 

Decision Making Decision-making 

Departmental, 

observation, research, 

continuing education 

300-304, 307, 380-381, 

477-486, 614-622, 684-

689, 706, 709-719, 843-

844, 850-851 
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Finances Finances 

Enhancing relationship 

with CFO, projections, 

refunds 322-330, 335-339 

Student Experience Student Experience 

What do we do about the 

students? 350, 536 

Staff Community Dynamics 351-358, 528-530 

Safety Safety 

How do we ensure the 

rest of the campus is 

safe? 360, 536 

Emotions/Feelings Enormity of COVID 

Worry about family, stay 

healthy, unknown 

aspects, Would I be here 

after COVID? 

388-390, 397, 428-429, 

433-435 

Information Managing Crisis Access to information 402-404, 568-572 

Access to Medical 

Professionals 

Managing 

Crisis/Community Access to 408-410, 567 

Enormity of COVID Enormity of COVID Reality 

444, 454-455, 670-671, 

674-676, 785, 799 

Preparedness Managing Crisis Planning 454-457, 672-673 

Lived Experiences Experiential Learning 

You think you are 

prepared, but you are not. 

Dose of reality, make 456-457, 672-673 
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assumptions with little to 

no experience 

Sense making  Sense making 

This may be the first 

time, just made sense in 

the moment where they 

could, learning and 

researching 764-770 

Future Challenges   

Enrollment cliff, 

retention, student wants 

vs student needs, 

facilities 804-807, 811-817 
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Blake       

Theme Values Analysis Description Source/Lines 

Institutional Values Institutional Values Impacting students 21, 25 

Lived Experiences Experiential Learning 

Developing leaders, 

creating a food pantry, 

seasoned professional 

29-31, 74, 308, 

312-313, 721-724 

Housing Value of Housing 

The good Housing can 

do, team believed in 

the housing mission 37, 47 

Leadership Qualities Residential Experience transparent leader 41 

Uniqueness of Housing Residential Experience 

painting prior to 

opening, wanted 

housing to gather 

saliva, became medical 

professionals 

45-47, 370-372, 

394, 397-398, 574 

Fundamental 

Responsibilities Residential Experience 

Res life, custodial, 

maintenance, staffing, 

occupancy 

management 81-85, 90-91, 94 

Role During a Crisis Residential Experience 

Coordinator, 

communication, 

logistics 

97-100, 108-110, 

146 
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Role During COVID Residential Experience Rearranging Priorities 

123-125, 138-142, 

152-157, 167, 169-

170, 233, 248, 

426-429, 446-449, 

474-484 

Staff Community 

Needed more staff, 

furloughing staff for 

them to rest and 

refreshed 

129, 293, 440, 

508-510, 572-587, 

599-602, 605-608, 

619, 643-646 

Access to Medical 

Professionals Managing Crisis Incident commander 147-149 

Sense Making Sense Making 

Should have written 

this stuff down, role 

has changed 

significantly, current 

president did not go 

through covid with 

them 

168, 275, 495-504, 

561-562 

Enormity of COVID Enormity of COVID 

Initial Response to 

COVID, Resistance to 

COVID 

165-166, 180-188, 

626-631, 698-716 

Decision Making Decision Making Fear based 200-213, 619 
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Emotions/Feelings Enormity of COVID 

Afraid, fear, 

frustration, not fun, 

overwhelmed 

203-206, 214-216, 

220, 230, 243, 

245-247, 289-296, 

319-327 

Repression/Shelving 

Aversion to Sense 

Making/Learning 

"It’s in a box over there 

and I hope I don’t trip 

on it" so tired, avoided 

thinking about it 

256-264, 270, 277-

280 

Learning Experiential Learning 

Take into the next 

crisis,  301-305 

SHO Community Community 

Best meeting of the 

week, affirmation, 

counseling session, I 

do not think I would 

have made it without 

those 

331-340, 648, 650-

654, 656, 662-665 

Preparedness Managing Crisis 

Lack of Q&I context, 

enforcement 352, 366-368 

Politics 

Institutional 

Values/Reputation 

Thrown into political 

spaces, was not ready 

for them, how to 

advocate and control 

your poker face 389-390 
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Setting Boundaries Experiential Learning 

We did not have the 

capacity,  401-402 

Successes Managing Crisis 

Survival, maintain 

staff, O&I, adaptability 435-439, 464-465 

Finances Finances Budgets were a mess, 529-530 

Areas of Growth Experiential Learning 

Communication, team 

development, 

institutional growth, 

departmental growth 

542-543, 552-553, 

556-557 

Frustrations with Leadership 

Institutional 

Values/Reputation 

Constantly changing 

plans, often ended up 

where they could have 

started, why not start 

there 592-594 

Lessons Learned Experiential Learning 

Advocate, balance, 

take care of your 

people 671-674, 681-687 

Future Challenges   

Enrollment cliff, 

financial aid, 

educational value, 

consolidating schools, 

Student Affairs 

738-741, 746-748, 

758-760 
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pipeline, deferred 

maintenance  

Advice Experiential Learning 

Have values, prepare 

staff, create 

relationships 766, 771-773, 785 
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Chandler       

Theme Values Code Description Source/Lines 

Functional Responsibilities Residential Experience 

Residence life, finance, 

facilities, custodial, off 

campus life. Our work 

time is governed by the 

time of year 31-32, 41-49 

Residential Experience Residential Experience 

Staffing, Future of 

Design 

57. 150, 608-609, 

621-624 

Role During a Crisis Residential Experience 

Dealing with crisis - 

removal of emotions 

67, 70, 72, 297-

298 

Sensemaking   

Community, 

benchmarking 

83, 88, 257, 460-

475 

Role During COVID Residential Experience 

Change of role, 

uniqueness of role 

85, 87-88, 134, 

144, 157-161, 180-

186, 246-247 

COVID Environment Enormity of COVID 

Students wanting to 

stay who were out of 

state, international 

students, etc. Release 

of non-essential 

personnel 112, 115-116 
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Sense of the Unknown Enormity of COVID 

I do not think anyone 

felt educated. This will 

be over in a few weeks. 

No idea what the future 

will bring 139, 207, 233 

Staff Community 

Custodial teams 

arriving on site for 

work, most people at 

the university are not 

there 

163, 167, 223, 

227, 229-231 

Enormity of COVID Enormity of COVID 

Still recovering, 

referencing COVID, a 

clear before and after 

209-210, 234-235, 

264, 278, 283, 

491, 493-499, 536-

539 

Revenue Finances 

Giving students their 

rent back, prorated,  

215, 217-219, 224-

225 

Decision Making Decision Making 

Make the best 

decisions you could 

with the info you had. 

What do I have today 

that I did not have 

yesterday to make a 

decision 

219, 222-223, 232, 

252-254, 302, 366-

370, 573-579, 584-

586 
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Emotions/Feelings Enormity of COVID 

Fear, unfair, 

reassurance of not 

getting sick because no 

one was on campus, 

anxious, heaviness of 

every decision 

240-246, 249-251, 

262-263, 267-268, 

271, 276-278, 360-

363 

Community Community Collective experience 

257-258, 272, 275, 

372-374, 370-386, 

479 

Preparedness/Protocol 

Managing 

Crisis/Experiential 

Learning 

Relying on past 

experiences 

281-282, 289-291, 

301-302, 513-514. 

518-521 

Politics 

Institutional 

Reputation/Values 

Did not know how 

politics would play into 

the times 281 

Successes 

Managing 

Crisis/Experiential 

Learning 

Minimal transmission 

of virus, no layoffs, 

students stayed on 

campus, protocol 

development, 

resiliency 

307-308, 315, 318-

327, 331-332, 414 
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Resources Managing Crisis 

People, supplies, 

access to medical 

professionals 

340-341, 344-347, 

350-352, 448-451 

Information Managing Crisis 

Too much info, hard to 

decipher what was true, 

lived experience also 

played a hand 359-360 

Lived Experiences Experiential Learning 

Comparing COVID to 

other lived crises, level 

of professional 

experiences 

360, 439-441, 525-

526 

Repressing/Shelving 

Aversion to 

sensemaking/Learning 

Does not know that 

they can remember, 

maybe I have washed 

all of that out 363 

Making it work Experiential Learning 

You had to create if 

you did not have it 

because there were no 

policies 364 

Areas of Growth Experiential Learning 

Finding work for 

people, change of roles   

Learning new skills Experiential Learning 

Fine-tune protocols, 

operational changes, 

389-401, 406, 416-

422, 528, 660 
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exposure to learning, 

staff development 

Prestige of position Residential Experience 

My position dictates 

that I should know, but 

I did not 542-544 

Flexibility  Managing Crisis 

Work with what we 

got, shift if it does not 

work 551 
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Derrick    

Theme Values Code Description Source/Lines 

Unpredictability of 

Role   Uncertainty 36, 81, 164, 224, 302 

Functional 

Responsibilities 

Residential 

Experience 

Reports, emails, share up 

the chain, support staff, 

set meetings, work with 

campus partners 44-45, 49 

Role During a Crisis 

Residential 

Experience 

Play intermediary, 

strategic communications, 

behind the scenes, plan 64-67, 70-71 

Rapid Implementation Enormity of COVID Just thrown into it 83 

PR Impacts 

Institutional 

Reputation 

Approach to managing 

COVID 85-86, 215-216 

Enormity of COVID Enormity of COVID 

Unprecedented nature, 

initial feelings 

90-93, 116-118, 130, 

145, 148-149, 151, 157, 

219, 434  

Staff Community 

Roles, wellbeing, staffing, 

emotions, versatility, 

support, above and being, 

reliance on staff 

101, 137, 146, 160, 169-

170, 175, 196, 223-224, 

226-229, 242-247, 274 
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Role During COVID 

Residential 

Experience 

Morphed into planning, in 

a lot of meetings to plan 

student return 102, 108 

Role of Housing on 

Campus 

Residential 

Experience 

How are people going to 

live together? 108 

Planning Managing Crisis 

Creative solutions, 

adequate training 110-114, 239-240, 241 

Operationalization Managing Crisis Directives 

125-127, 133-137, 138, 

349 

Barriers to Learning  

Aversion to 

sensemaking/learning 

Challenges, disruption of 

norms, long-term impacts, 

boundaries 130, 172, 180, 268, 299 

Finances Finances Refunds 155-156 

Resiliency 

Residential 

Experience 

Make the best of it and 

this is what we are going 

to have to do 161, 177, 264-265 

Sensemaking 

Aversion to 

sensemaking/learning Avoidance, reflection 182, 331, 334, 405, 434 

Parental Involvement 

Institutional 

Reputation 

Parents concerned about 

their students not 

connecting, telling parents 183-184 
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that we are going back to 

the basics 

Student Experience Student Experience 

Challenge to get students 

to interact and have a 

"normal" experience 190-191 

Managing Crises Managing Crisis 

Staff is good at pivoting, 

dealing with unknown 

situations 198-199 

Trust  Community 

Built a lot of trust within 

the team, good 

relationships 200-201, 204 

Community Community Collaboration 

201-203, 303, 342-348, 

356-364, 425, 426-428, 

435 

Communication Managing Crisis 

Guidance and protocol, 

information 208, 263, 303, 307-308 

Preparedness Managing Crisis Lack of plan 

251-253, 255, 261-262, 

277-282, 369, 372, 385, 

400-402, 425 

Organizational learning Experiential learning 

Made the university think 

about these big impact 285-287, 290-291 
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situations. Became more 

aware as an institution 

Resources Managing Crisis 

Masks, PPE, more 

knowledge 297-300 

Future challenges   

Enrollment cliff, finances, 

programming, deferred 

maintenance 408, 411-414, 419-420 
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Dolly       

Theme Values Code Description Source/Lines 

Functional Responsibilities Residential Experience 

Housing students, 

staffing, business ops, 

assignments, 

contracts, facilities 

29-31, 34041, 43, 

46, 49-59, 64-70 

Role During a Crisis Residential Experience 

Make sure the team is 

prepared for an 

emergency. Come in 

when needed, be 

visible 

86-87, 91-92, 95-

100 

Role During COVID Residential Experience 

Managing parents and 

students, new skills 

113-114, 123-128, 

133-134, 136-142, 

145-146, 167, 

200-201, 212, 

250-252 

Adapting/Flexibility Managing Crisis 

Making things up as 

we went as things 

were moving so 

quickly 123, 152, 156-158 

Decision Making Decision Making 

It was what it was. We 

made decisions and 

executed with input 

135, 360-362, 

364-366, 389-399, 

530-534 
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from campus 

leadership 

Enormity of COVID Enormity of COVID 

Sense of normality, 

introduction of 

monkey pox 

150-151, 162, 

169-170, 183-188, 

203-212, 314, 

331, 422-424 

Staff Community 

Repurposing staff, 

strain on staff 

177-179, 256, 

266-267, 293-295, 

308, 417-419, 424 

SHO Community Community 

Met frequently, 

figuring it out as we 

went, get info from 

other directors, share 

resources 

187, 362, 369-

376, 378-380 

Feelings/Emotions Enormity of COVID 

Exhausted, 

Understanding, wore 

staff down 

195, 198-199, 

218-222 

Accepting COVID Enormity of COVID 

Fear goes away and 

you just accept it, it is 

what it is 215-217 

Uniqueness of Housing Residential Experience 

Churn out normal 

work while also 226-228 
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maintaining Q&I 

housing, two jobs 

Lived Experiences Experiential Learning 

Numb to complaints 

due to years of 

experience 243 

Community Community 

Being able to pick up 

the phone and call 

colleagues across 

campus. Ask for 

things that were 

needed. Support 246-247, 524-528 

Finances Finances 

Re-wrote contracts so 

people did not expect 

refunds in the second 

year 270-273 

Preparedness Managing Crisis 

New infectious disease 

plan, transportation 

practices, monkey 

pox, learning 

285-289, 331, 

335-340, 346-355, 

396-399, 432-433, 

438-453 

Communication Managing Crisis 

Conversations around 

preparedness. More 

broad conversations 339-340 
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Repressing/Shelving  

Aversion to Sense 

Making/Learning 

People will move on 

and forget, 

institutional memory 

is pretty short 387-393 

Sense Making Sense Making 

Taking info from 

others and informing 

understanding, has not 

processed, did a 

dissertation interview, 

and then this one 

408-415, 501-503, 

521-522 

Future Challenges   

Enrollment cliff, 

Discreditation of H.E., 

privatized housing 461, 462-464, 482 
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John       

Theme Values Code Description Source/Lines 

Functional Responsibilities  Residential Experience 

Job responsibilities 

and day to day 

actions 

41-43, 46-47, 51, 

53, 55 

Role during a crisis Residential Experience Long term solutions 66 

Role during COVID Residential Experience 

Implement 

parameters and 

protocols, coordinate 

students coming back 78-79 

Goals Residential Experience 

Prevent as much 

contact as possible 80-81 

Needs during COVID Managing Crisis 

Protocols and 

parameters, Q&I 

housing, how do we 

stay open 84-86, 91-93, 122 

Staff Safety Safety 

Managing health and 

safety on a different 

level, safe 

environments for 

students 108-112 
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Parent Involvement Institutional Reputation 

Overinvolved parents 

wanting the staff to 

manage the lives of 

their students 

113-114, 225-

233, 365-66, 369-

371 

Unprecedented Event Enormity of COVID 

Enormity of the 

Pandemic, certainty 

114-115, 273, 

276, 279-282 

Learning Moments Experiential Learning Learned a lot 117, 284, 377 

Initial Thoughts on the 

Pandemic Enormity of COVID 

How do we do this 

job remotely? 132-134 

Managing Crisis Managing Crisis 

Having crisis 

management plans in 

place, organizing the 

moving pieces 150-151, 234 

Operationalization Managing Crisis 

Includes changes in 

day-to-day 

operations, 

directives, and norms 154 

Passive Growth Experiential Learning Restorative practices 156, 323 

Collaboration  Community 

Team value, includes 

community, sharing 

experiences 

157, 242, 250, 

257, 260-263, 

290, 339, 396, 

398 
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Frustrations/Emotions/Feelings   Frustration 158-159, 334 

Successes Managing Crisis 

Implement protocols 

and procedures, Q&I 

housing,  176-180 

Resources Needed Managing Crisis Guidance 189 

Reliance on Outside 

Information Enormity of COVID Adaptability 193, 404 

Uncertainty Enormity of COVID 

How to manage 

conflicting info from 

the federal 

government and state 

government 200-201 

Timeliness Decision Making 

Manage changes in a 

timely manner, 

universities do not 

operate quickly 201-203 

Updating Emergency Protocols Experiential Learning 

Go back and update 

them, sometimes 

those plans sit, can 

respond better 206-209 
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Staff Roles Managing Crisis 

Making sure the staff 

is on board and 

understand their roles 212-213 

Proactivity Managing Crisis 

Tabletop trainings 

and exercises 214 

Guidance/protocol Managing Crisis 

Importance of 

information, 

distribution 218, 241, 256 

Meeting Management Enormity of COVID Group meetings 239, 345-347 

Lessons Learned Experiential Learning Experiential Learning 267-247, 295 

Mitigation Managing Crisis 

We have to figure out 

how to manage in the 

moment 275 

Certainty of the Pandemic Enormity of COVID 

Things are still going 

to happen, no matter 

how prepared we are 273, 276 

Debriefing 

Aversion to 

sensemaking/Learning 

Many instances of 

debriefing 348, 352 

Next challenges   

Enrollment cliff, 

aging facilities, 

deferred maintenance 308 
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Value of Housing Residential Experience 

Have not done a good 

job about talking 

about the value that 

housing brings to the 

student experience 375 
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Joey       

Theme Values Code Description Source/Lines 

Functional Responsibilities Residential Experience Role vs. human aspect 26-32, 108-109 

Role During a Crisis Residential Experience Reacting to crisis 35-39, 356-357 

Role During COVID Residential Experience 

Enormity of 

responsibilities, setting 

boundaries, advocating, 

negotiations, managing 

up and down 

42-43, 128, 307, 

363, 384, 416-418, 

420-421, 430-431, 

572-573 

Role Changes Institutional Values 

Communications, 

priorities, reactionary, 

additional 

responsibilities, 

reimaging role  

48-52, 283-287, 

364 

Community Community 

Team dynamics, 

leaning on colleagues, 

building relationships, 

collaborations, team 

player, SHO 

community 

60-61, 116, 162-

163, 237-239, 332-

334, 343-348, 561-

562, 571  

Communication Managing Crisis 

Transparency, 

streamlining 

63-64, 73, 75, 116, 

236, 561-562 
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Staff Community 

Caring for staff, 

dynamics, burnout 

67-68, 74, 142, 

158-159, 176-180, 

208, 309 

Finances Finances 

Refunding students for 

room and board, 

millions of $, hurt the 

pocketbook 69-71, 206-207 

Uniqueness of Housing Residential Experience 

Resilience, still feeling 

the repercussions of 

COVID, self-

preservation, 

departmental value, 

departmental impact, 

flexibility, fixers 

80, 176-180, 192, 

212, 274-276, 279, 

401-407, 422-423, 

539-541 

Emotions and feelings Enormity of COVID 

Managing emotions, 

burnout, humanizing 

the SHO role 

84-86, 105-106, 

123, 208-210, 337, 

358-360, 376 

Initial thoughts about 

COVID Managing Crisis 

Knowledge of COVID 

before March 2020 82-83 

Resources Managing Crisis 

Difficulty procuring, 

access to medical 

professionals 121, 241, 570 
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Enormity of COVID Enormity of COVID 

Enhanced protocols, 

developing protocols, 

reality of COVID 

127-128, 196-197, 

201, 292, 294-295, 

299, 350, 427 

Lived Experiences Experiential Learning 

Leadership skills, 

growth in role 

131-137, 154-155, 

169-170, 380-382 

Preparedness Managing Crisis 

Underprepared, 

communication, lack of 

knowledge/direction 144, 254 

Successes Managing Crisis 

Sustainability, 

work/life balance, 

resource procurement 

195-196, 200-201, 

203 

Areas of Growth Experiential Learning 

Communicating, 

receiving feedback, 

adapting, staffing, open 

to change, allocating 

resources, willingness 

to try new things 

258, 260, 262-267, 

320, 452, 454-455, 

467, 469 

Sense making Sense making  Time to rest 

273, 500, 506-511, 

515-519, 585 

Decision making Decision making 

Take more time, bring 

team together to make 

decisions,  

303-304, 327-328, 

470 
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Safety Safety 

Protecting students and 

staff 312 

Generational Differences Managing Crisis 

Younger millennials 

enforcing boundaries, 

burnout 335-336, 425 

Repressing/Shelving 

Aversion to sense 

making/learning 

Putting it in a jar and 

putting it on a shelf, we 

just had to keep going, 

no time to process, 

filling gaps 490-497 
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Kaycee       

Theme Values Code Description Source/Lines 

Functional Responsibilities Residential Experience 

Res life, occupancy, 

budget management, 

staffing,  

44-50, 51-56, 

64, 71-72, 75-

76, 86-88 

Role During a Crisis Residential Experience 

Repository of information, 

communication, smooth 

mitigation/transition, 

strategic decision-making 

97, 105-112, 

115-116 

Role During COVID Residential Experience 

COVID logistics director, 

manages Q&I, essential 

personnel 

164-177, 212-

215, 219-229 

Leadership Issues   

No clear plan, lead to 

frustrations, no one would 

make a decision 194-198 

Access to Medical 

Professionals 

Managing 

Crisis/Community 

Attached at the hip, knew 

the person before COVID, 

helped to make decisions 

and knew Housing 198-199, 203 

Decision Making Decision Making 

Not understanding how 

housing works, trust in 

them as a content expert, 

had to constantly explain 

200-202, 250, 

208-211, 618-

626, 790-793, 
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why housing could not do 

something 

797-806, 941-

942 

Finances Finances   

230-232, 627-

637, 639-645 

Initial Thoughts Enormity of COVID 

WTF, what do I do? How 

do I tell people, 

Refrigerators, immediate 

logistics 

257-269, 286-

291 

Emotions/Feelings Enormity of COVID 

Fear, frustration, 

humbling, irate 

296, 300-326, 

331-365 

Staff Community Protect every level of staff 376 

Lived Experiences Experiential Learning 

Involved in lots of 

challenging aspects of 

housing,  390-395, 501 

Impact of COVID Enormity of COVID 

COVID broke me, lowest 

points of their life, folx not 

participating in their 

dissertation study about 

housing officers 

398, 406, 431-

435 

Community Community 

Lack of peers that know 

the housing world, 

458-464, 515-

519, 529, 677-

686 
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working closely with in 

house staff 

Enormity of COVID Enormity of COVID 

Constant changes, 

breaking down silos 

540-541, 652-

668 

Communication Managing Crisis Keep records 

546-550, 705-

713, 1062-

1067, 1069 

Student Safety Safety 

Pricey decisions to ensure 

student safety 638-641 

Innovation Experiential Learning 

Eliminate in-person 

contact, virtual operations 687, 693-695 

Sense Making Sense Making 

Documentation, saving 

emails,  716-723 

Lessons Learned Experiential Learning 

Self-care, student 

experience, "this too shall 

pass" 

757, 844-855, 

866-867, 892-

897, 1079-

1106, 1125-

1161 

SHO Community Community 

Lifeline, pat on the back, 

hug they needed, they 

were dealing with the 

same things 

809-818, 820-

840, 1292-

1297 
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Student Experience  Institutional Values 

"What do we need to do to 

take care of our students" 

892-897, 900-

902, 903-905 

Uniqueness of Housing Residential Experience 

"We know and understand 

how to work differently" 

917-934, 

1007-1008 

Future Challenges   

Workforce/compensation, 

specialized housing, 

assessment, aging 

infrastructure, limited 

financial resources, private 

partnerships 

962-983, 

1001-1002, 

1020-1025, 

1026-1040, 

1047-1050, 

1051-1056 

Repressing/Shelving 

Aversion to Sense 

Making/Learning 

Act like it did not happen, 

put it in a folder and have 

not looked at it, processed 

with colleagues 1114-1122 
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Phoebe       

Theme Values Code Description Source/Lines 

Community  Community Relationship/building 

47-48, 72, 184, 

337, 355, 402-401 

Role During a Crisis Residential Experience 

Overarching level, 

present, but not active, 

resource, fill the role 

60-73, 87-93, 97-

99 

Functional responsibilities Residential Experience 

Facilities, building, 

budget management, 

staffing,  61-73, 81-84 

Role During COVID  Residential Experience 

Strategic planning, 

communication, staff 

management, 

reassigning roles 

126-136, 148, 164, 

206-209, 221-223, 

233-235, 418-420 

Enormity of COVID Enormity of COVID 

Loss of a staff member, 

realizing the enormity 143-144, 198 

Lived Experiences Experiential Learning 

Talked about "taking" 

from past experiences 

145-147, 397-399, 

503-504 

Staff Community 

Paying staff regardless 

of their location, 

paying extra for those 

that came back 151-154, 280 
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Access to Medical 

Professionals 

Community/Managing 

Crisis 

At the table to learn 

from them, they lead 

the charge and made 

decisions around that 167-169 

Decision-Making Decision-Making 

Utilized meetings to 

run decisions past 

leadership, modified 

plans in real time 

171, 351, 486, 

503-508, 510 

Emotions/Feelings Enormity of COVID 

Anger, Fear, 

Responsibility to lead 

people through 

COVID, anxiety, 

disappointment 

176, 180-183, 276, 

280-330 

Uniqueness of Housing Residential Experience 

paying staff regardless 

of their location, 

paying extra for those 

that came back 

177-183, 282-283, 

296 

Initial Thoughts Enormity of COVID 

Shocked, but also not 

shocked, how do we do 

this? puzzle pieces  259-262, 269 

Institutional Reputation 

Institutional 

reputation/Values 

I was not going to be 

the reason we were in 280 
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the news. Keep 

students safe 

Student Safety 

Safety/Institutional 

Values Safety 280 

Leadership Skills Experiential Learning 

Advocating for change 

and help 301, 521 

Institutional Support Institutional Values Supportive boss, realist 

307-329, 330-338, 

358-359 

Successes Managing Crisis 

Parents/recognition, 

staff retention, federal 

aid 366 

Finances Finances 

Ok financially, loss, 

but federal funds 

kicked in 373-377 

Growth Experiential Learning Res Life Program 437-377 

Preparedness Managing Crisis 

Lack of recording 

protocols, less staff 449-455, 460, 540 

Sensemaking Sensemaking Learning 459, 656-659 

Lessons Learned Experiential Learning 

Use your voice, value 

of HE, different 

approaches 

519, 557-560, 588-

590 
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Future Challenges   

Value of HE, use of 

facilities, how students 

learn, aging 

infrastructure 605-611, 613, 628 

Advice Experiential Learning 

Get to know your 

peeps, run drills, share 

ideas 543-644, 646 
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Appendix F 

Themes After Value Analysis 

Values Analysis 

Aversion to Sensemaking/Learning* 

Community* 

Decision-Making* 

Enormity of COVID-19 

Experiential Learning* 

Finances 

Institutional Values/Reputation 

Managing Crisis 

Residential Experience 

Safety 

Sensemaking* 

Student Experience 

Value of Housing 
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Appendix G 

IRB Approval 

 


