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Abstract 

 

Student affairs professionals provide vital services to college students while also facing 

various challenges that impact their ability to thrive at work. This study examined overall 

thriving, its constructs and a set of predictors that impact thriving in student affairs 

professionals. Seligman’s (PERMA) theory of thriving provided the conceptual 

foundation for this study. Understanding the constructs that support thriving for student 

affairs professionals will help institutional leaders and professional organizations develop 

work environments and strategies that promote thriving. A global pandemic occurred 

during the time of this research, allowing exploration of how COVID-19 impacted 

thriving. This study also included variables of generation and functional areas to explore 

if there were variations of thriving.  

To test the research questions, an existing survey was modified for use in this study’s 

population. The original source of the survey was the Thriving Project at Azusa Pacific 

University under the leadership of Dr. Laurie Schreiner. The survey included questions 

related to PERMA (positive emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning and 

accomplishment) constructs, along with predictors of thriving (sense of community, 

spirituality, institutional integrity and commitment to staff welfare). The survey was 

administered to student affairs professionals at a mid-sized public university in the 

Midwest. The results supported the conclusion that student affairs professionals at this 

institution were experiencing a higher level of thriving. Pearson correlation revealed a 

positive relationship between all the PERMA constructs and overall thriving. A multiple 

regression revealed three of the four predictors contributed to overall thriving with 

commitment to staff welfare not having an impact. Results of two one-way ANOVAs 
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revealed there was not a significant relationship of generation or functional area to 

overall thriving. However, the COVID-19 global pandemic was found to significantly 

impact thriving.  

Overall, the results of this study suggested that student affairs professionals at this public 

university were thriving and provided ways to further support thriving. This study 

included recommendations on ways this and other institutions could continue to bolster 

thriving among student affairs professionals. 
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Chapter One 

Problem of Practice 

Kawanna was tired. She was an upper-level student affairs administrator at a 

university and had experienced a rough spring semester. A global health pandemic 

caused by the spread of a contagious viral disease had disrupted lives and the operations 

of most colleges and universities in the United States. The annual international student 

affairs professional conference she usually attended was cancelled and, in its place, a 

virtual conference experience had been arranged. Kawanna found this annual conference 

professionally and personally rejuvenating. It was an opportunity to exchange ideas, meet 

new colleagues, learn new strategies to support students and cultivate professional 

relationships. As she prepared to engage with her colleagues, Kawanna reflected on her 

career as a student affairs professional and the students and staff members she had 

mentored, helped, and supervised over the years.  

While assisting students and helping them accomplish their educational goals was 

a primary focus of student affairs professionals, Kawanna had developed concerns about 

the staff that she supervised and mentored. Many of her staff over the years exhibited 

positive emotion, were engaged in their work with students, had a network of 

professional and personal relationships on which they relied, found deep meaning in their 

work, and accomplished their work with pride and zeal. Kawanna also had staff who 

struggled with positive emotion or were not engaged or who had very few relationships 

on which to rely or were not finding meaning in their work and who struggled to 

accomplish their work. She wondered about the differences in these staff members and 

was eager to talk with her colleagues about her observations.  
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Over a virtual dinner that evening, her small group of colleagues, who are truly 

friends at this point, began talking about the same concerns that Kawanna had reflected 

on earlier: the differences between student affairs professionals who had struggled in 

their careers or in their daily work with students and those who had excelled in their work 

with students. Each of her colleagues discussed similar experiences with their staff 

members. One colleague expressed concern for disengaged staff, and another noted some 

staff had initiative and positive attitudes. A third colleague spoke of the lack of 

collaborative connections staff make with others on campus and another colleague was 

rhapsodic about the meaningfulness that some staff found in working with students.  

The conversation meandered through examples of student affairs professionals 

who continued to work but were burned out, disengaged, stressed, or dissatisfied. Some 

discussed their colleagues who had left the career field of student affairs after a short 

time. On the other hand, they shared examples of student affairs professionals who have 

stayed in the career field and continue to be energized by their work. One colleague’s 

eyes lit up and he exclaimed, “we have had the same discussion all the time about our 

students! Some students lacked positive emotion, they lacked engagement and 

connections on campus, they did not appear to see the meaning in their coursework, they 

did not find pride in their achievements; they were not thriving! But there were other 

students who were the complete opposite. They were engaged, positive, found meaning 

in their work and achieved at very high levels; they were thriving!” For the remainder of 

the evening Kawanna and her colleagues discussed thriving and how they might 

understand what makes some of their staff thrive more than others.  
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Thriving is a concept which has existed for a while and can be described in a 

variety of situations in which positive gains can be observed. For example, a world region 

or country or an industry can be described as thriving. A city or corporation or civic 

organization can be described as thriving. A person can be described as thriving 

physically, emotionally, or mentally. How thriving is defined and examined is related to 

the subject which is being studied and the setting. Interest in studying human thriving 

appeared in the latter part of the 20th century, but the scholarly literature is divergent and 

lacks agreed upon definitions and concepts (Brown et al., 2017). While a variety of 

definitions of thriving have appeared (Brown et al., 2017), thriving for student affairs 

professionals is the focus of this study. 

Thriving in humans has been seen and explored in a variety of settings that are 

part of an individual's life – such as work. Thriving at work was “marked by both a sense 

of learning (greater understanding and knowledge) and a sense of vitality (aliveness)” 

(Spreitzer et al., 2005, p. 537). Further clarification on this definition of thriving at work 

reinforced that the experience of thriving “communicates a sense of progress or forward 

movement in one’s self-development” (Spreitzer et al., 2005, p. 538). Spreitzer and 

Sutcliffe (2007) provided an overview on how thriving at work leads to positive 

outcomes. “Thriving is about personal growth and development” (Spreitzer & Sutcliffe, 

2007, p. 75). Thriving was not a condition which is either on or off, but, rather, thriving 

occurred on a continuum shaped by the work context. In other words, individuals were 

influenced by conditions in the workplace (Spreitzer et al., 2005).  

Seligman (2011) advanced a framework of five constructs which supported well-

being. The constructs of positive emotion (P), engagement (E), relationships (R), 
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meaning (M) and accomplishment (A) created the pillars of well-being (PERMA) which 

established the outcome of well-being, flourishing, or thriving (Seligman, 2011). Based 

on Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model, thriving was defined as positive engagement in 

meaningful work, connecting to others at a deeper level, and being optimistic about one’s 

present and future life (L. Schreiner, personal communication, October 11, 2020). 

Positive human experiences defined the constructs of thriving regardless of the 

population or the environment.  

While Seligman, Schreiner, and other researchers have examined thriving in 

various populations, thriving for student affairs professionals is the focus of this study. 

The researchers of the current study sought to understand more about the broad 

constructs under which student affairs professionals thrived and the level of thriving for 

student affairs professions. This exploration was propelled by a multidimensional 

framework based on Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model of thriving to provide a more 

holistic view of the experience of thriving for student affairs professionals.  

Student affairs professionals are employees at colleges or universities who work 

in offices and divisions which support student learning and development (Long, 2012). 

Their specific work further defines their roles and functions. These functions typically 

include admissions and enrollment management, academic advising, housing and 

residence life, student activities, athletics, disability services, new student programs, and 

multicultural student services (Love, 2013). Student affairs professionals nurture 

students’ development of interpersonal and cognitive competencies, ethical and cultural 

perspectives, as well as identity formation, public service, individual health, and career 

interests (Long, 2012). To one outside the profession, a definition of student affairs 
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professionals may be confusing and abstract, which reveals the complexity of the 

profession and the work performed by student affairs professionals.  

Understanding the constructs that support thriving for student affairs professionals 

can help managers, leaders, and professional organizations develop work environments 

and strategies that promote thriving. The researchers hope that these findings will assist 

graduate programs and professional associations in better preparing future student affairs 

professionals to thrive. Before exploring the problem and its significance, it is important 

to first understand more about the background of the problem and student affairs 

professionals, why this exploration of thriving is important and what happens when 

student affairs professionals are not thriving or are low in thriving.  

Background of the Problem 

Educating college students is an important endeavor and everyone involved in the 

process, including students themselves, faculty and staff, especially student affairs 

professionals, contribute to student learning and development. Since student affairs 

professionals provide services that support the education and development of college 

students, it is essential to attract, nurture, develop, and retain student affairs professionals 

who are engaged, energetic, invested, passionate, and thriving in their careers. The roles 

and work of student affairs professionals within higher education institutions have 

developed and changed over time which may contribute to issues of concern. Current 

concerns include increased workload, low job satisfaction, limited options for meaningful 

professional development, lack of training, and high levels of staff turnover. While these 

issues may not be unique to student affairs professionals, they are the issues with which 

this study’s researchers are concerned due to the roles and work performed by student 
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affairs professionals. At the same time, there are opportunities to explore the experiences 

of student affairs professionals and capitalize on the thriving experiences to 

counterbalance these issues of concern. 

Why Thriving Matters  

Why does thriving matter? Student affairs professionals play pivotal roles at 

colleges and universities that support the educational and developmental experiences of 

students, as well as provide important services to students and campus operations 

(Komives & Woodard, 2003; Rentz & Saddlemire, 1988; Schuh et al., 2011). Many 

student affairs professionals complete specific graduate degrees which prepare them to 

enter student affairs work. It is their selected career field. If the work environment 

doesn’t support student affairs professionals and encourage thriving in their work and 

careers, colleges and universities have failed to support employees in whom they have 

invested time and money.  

When student affairs professionals experience low job satisfaction, stress, burnout 

and turnover, there is disruption in supporting students and providing services (Allen et 

al., 2010; Howard-Hamilton et al., 1998; Lorden, 1998; Rosser & Javinar, 2003). 

Ultimately, students are negatively impacted when institutions experience employee 

vacancies due to turnover of student affairs professionals. Institutions should nurture 

student affairs professionals, through structured selection processes, mentoring, and 

professional development, to work with students and ensure that those professionals are 

thriving and contributing to institutional goals. A thriving workforce of student affairs 

professionals is a way to ensure that those professionals make positive impacts on 

students and support the endeavors of the institution.  
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The current study’s examination of thriving at work is grounded in the research of 

positive psychology and psychological well-being. Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 

(2000) emphasized the need for the social and behavioral sciences to embrace 

frameworks based on positive perspectives in their research and work to “articulate a 

vision of the good life which is empirically sound while being understandable and 

attractive” (p. 5). The value of positive psychology as a sector of study and basis for 

practice led to “well-being, to positive individuals, and to thriving communities” 

(Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000, p. 5).  

Following World War II, psychologists embraced defining and diagnosing mental 

or emotional disorders and the healing of those disorders was their primary focus. The 

potential to examine positive individual and community experiences was neglected 

(Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Positive psychology focused on human 

experiences, individual traits, and group virtues that capitalized on positive aspects. Three 

themes emphasized by Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) were positive experiences, 

positive personalities, and the social context in which people and their experiences were 

embedded. It is within the framework of positive psychology that examinations of 

thriving at work developed. 

Thriving was linked to positive organizational outcomes for both individuals and 

institutions. Spreitzer and Sutcliffe (2007) contended that thriving mattered because “it 

serves as an adaptive function that helps individuals navigate and change their work 

contexts in order to promote their own development” (p. 77). Thriving supported the 

health of individuals since employees who were thriving were less likely to feel anxious 

or depressed when they experienced a sense of vitality and aliveness when thriving 
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(Spreitzer & Sutcliffe, 2007). In addition to mental health benefits, the sense of learning 

inherent to thriving supported physical health benefits (Spreitzer & Sutcliffe, 2007). In 

the presence of learning at work, thriving individuals developed new knowledge and 

skills to improve functioning at work. Spreitzer and Sutcliffe (2007) speculated that work 

performance was positively impacted by healthier and more energized individuals.  

Thriving in the workplace served as a catalyst for others to become energized and 

positively impact the energy of the unit and workplace (Spreitzer & Sutcliffe, 2007). 

There was the possibility for thriving at work to be carried over into personal spaces such 

as home and community (Spreitzer & Sutcliffe, 2007). Substantiating the importance of 

thriving at work, Kleine et al. (2019) in their meta-analysis of thriving research 

concluded that thriving at work was “positively related to various important work 

outcomes, including employee health, favorable job attitudes, and performance‐related 

outcomes. Consequently, practitioners should aim for established working conditions that 

foster thriving at work.” (Kleine et al., 2019, p. 992). An exploration of thriving in the 

workplace for student affairs professionals benefits a variety of audiences and supports a 

sustainable workplace environment for current and future student affairs professionals.  

Absence of Thriving 

When student affairs professionals are not thriving, there is the potential for them 

to experience low job satisfaction, stress, burnout, and turnover. Some may contend that 

low job satisfaction, stress, burnout, and turnover might be by-products of student affairs 

professionals’ work life. Others may contend that while these issues are not unique to 

student affairs professionals, they are significant issues which negatively impact 
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organizational operations, staff work life, the university community, and, ultimately, the 

students’ experiences. 

Within the landscape of higher education, changing expectations from institution 

leaders combined with decision-making processes has led to increased stress for student 

affairs professionals (Menkes, 2011; Shin & Jung, 2014). Student affairs professionals 

are at a greater risk of turnover due to the contributing factors of role ambiguity, role 

stress, lack of adequate supervision, lack of goal attainment, and burnout (Marshall et al., 

2016). It estimated that early on in their careers, within the first five years, half or more 

of student affairs professionals leave the field (Davis & Cooper, 2017; Marshall et al., 

2016; Tull, 2006).  

As student affairs professionals exit the field, so do one of the greatest resources 

students have on campus. Long (2012) outlined the diverse nature of the work of student 

affairs professionals, while also noting how impactful the learning and growth that 

occurred outside the classroom was for students. Long (2012) related the historical 

impact of student affairs professionals on students’ ability to persist in college, find a 

sense of community on campus, and ultimately graduate with a degree. Student affairs 

professionals were equipped with knowledge of student development theories to help 

guide their interactions with students. Student affairs professionals served students 

through creating personal connections between students and institutions to make 

campuses feel like a supportive environment.  

Retention of student affairs professionals directly supports student persistence and 

contributes to students’ level of connection to campus. Stephens and Beatty (2015) 

argued that “students who are thriving in college are much more likely to persist to 
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graduation, perceive the tuition they pay as a worthwhile investment, and earn higher 

grades” (p. 129). Farrell (2007) explained the importance of campus relationships as a 

source to assist students in navigating the complicated structures of universities. The 

ability for students to connect with student affairs professionals helped students feel 

welcomed and supported within the university community. This support was provided as 

student affairs professionals helped students to understand institutional culture, values, 

and the mission by creating community and resources to help socialize students into the 

collegiate environment.  

Additionally, student affairs professionals provide direct support on complex 

issues like financial aid, advising, and housing. Given their impact, the loss of student 

affairs professionals negatively impacts a student’s ability to consistently connect with 

campus administrators (Marshall et al., 2016). When a student affairs professional departs 

the campus environment, the student loses someone who was as a mentor, resource, or 

support person. Not only are students negatively impacted by the turnover of student 

affairs professionals, but they also experience disruptions to services provided by the 

institution due to the time and effort required to replace employees. 

Turnover significantly impacts the continuity of institutional operations, which 

leaves a void in front line student-facing departments such as admissions, academic 

advising, student activities, and residence life for periods of time. Evans (1988) indicated 

the impact of high turnover rates has the potential to harm and impact the future of the 

student affairs profession. The research of Mullen et al. (2018) highlighted how higher 

levels of job stress and burnout were associated with turnover intentions and greater job 

dissatisfaction for student affairs professionals. When student affairs professionals left, 
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institutions lost critical talent from their overall workforce and “units lose efficiency, 

consistency, and quality in the delivery of services, as well as the investment made in the 

knowledge base of the institutions or unit” (Rosser & Javinar, 2003, p. 825). These losses 

influenced the ability of the organization to sustain a positive and productive culture 

(Allen et al., 2010). 

Employee turnover is disruptive to financial stability, especially during a time of 

limited funding when institution budgets are dependent on tuition revenue, financial aid, 

and state and federal allocations. Universities have faced external challenges that 

impacted the delivery of student services. Increased government oversight added to the 

demands of student affairs, along with an increased sense of consumerism related to 

higher education (Pritchard & McChesney, 2018). These challenges have led universities 

to expand their efforts to recruit and retain students which resulted in the justification and 

expansion of many student affairs areas (Pritchard & McChesney, 2018).  

Furthermore, salary compression is an issue in higher education that adversely 

impacts employee satisfaction and retention, particularly with longer-tenured employees. 

Salary compression occurs when institutions “offer new hires salaries higher than those 

of more senior employees” (Pritchard et al., 2019, p. 7). This same assessment was 

extended to student affairs professionals. “Higher education leaders must act to ensure 

that the pipeline for key positions is adequate to fulfill future staffing needs” (Pritchard et 

al., 2019, p. 8). Marshall et al. (2016) emphasized that “the expenditure associated with 

employee turnover, such as recruiting and training during a transition, are but a few of the 

costs associated with attrition,” (p. 146) adding that these losses “are significant and may 

disrupt the creation and sustainability of a positive and productive campus culture” (p. 
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147). Colleges and universities invest significant time to hire, train and support student 

affairs professionals to perform key roles to support the education and development of 

students. When student affairs professionals leave, institutions must invest more 

resources to hire, train, and support new employees. In addition, institutions must address 

the indirect costs of the increased work assignments delegated to other employees during 

the loss of a colleague (Allen et al., 2010).  

To provide more context to the work of student affairs professionals, prior 

research, literature, and relevant data was summarized to demonstrate historical, cultural, 

and social perspectives. These perspectives were used to develop an understanding of the 

integral work that thriving student affairs professionals provided in higher education and 

how they identified thriving in their work. A brief history of higher education, a 

discussion about how student affairs professionals meet cultural and social needs of 

students and the larger U.S. economy, and an elaboration on the work that student affairs 

professionals perform are provided. The candidates, also referred to in this study as 

researchers, shared their direct professional experiences of how researching thriving for 

student affairs professionals impacted their work and provided opportunities to strengthen 

work environments for student affairs professionals. 

Contextual Perspectives of Student Affairs Professionals 

Historical, social, and cultural perspectives informed the candidates’ views on the 

problem of practice. The local perspectives provided insight to the specific setting and 

established additional background. These perspectives together provided breadth and 

depth of the problem and framed the purpose of the study, specific research questions as 

well as limitations of this study.  
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Historical Perspectives 

Higher education has a long history in the United States. While the field of 

student affairs has existed since the early 1800s, research about the field did not appear 

until the mid-1990’s (Hevel, 2016). Student affairs professionals first emerged when 

administrators were hired, typically deans of students, who were responsible for the 

housing and discipline aspects of students during the early era of college life (Hevel, 

2016). Since the early days of a solitary dean of students, typically a dean of men, the 

field grew into functional areas and focuses on enhancing student learning (Task Force 

on the Future of Student Affairs, 2010). Student affairs professionals have faced 

challenges in the field over the years including professional setbacks and the sexism, 

racism, and homophobia present in society during these historical times (Hevel, 2016).  

During the Colonial Era in higher education, which began in the early 17th 

century and lasted until about the late 18th century (Thelin, 2011), faculty and 

administrators were charged with promoting the mission of the college or university as 

well as managing the social and co-curricular aspects of students’ lives (Fenske, 1989a; 

Schuh et al., 2011). In the late 1800’s, distinct individuals separate from faculty and 

administrators originated to support students in and out of classroom settings (Dungy & 

Gordon, 2010). These early student affairs-oriented positions assumed tasks and 

functions which had previously been performed by college presidents, faculty, or tutors 

(Dungy & Gordon, 2010; Horowitz, 1987; Rudolph, 1962). These “direct antecedents to 

the modern student affairs administrators were the deans of women and deans of men” 

(Hevel, 2016, p. 847). They often were selected from faculty ranks and supervised the 
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education, student conduct, institutional standards, and development of students at their 

respective institutions (Fenske, 1989b).  

During the early 20th century, student affairs emerged as a more organized 

professional practice to support student success (Hevel, 2016). Immediately after World 

War I, the number of college-bound students increased dramatically, which led to the 

development of specializations within student affairs, related to personal development, 

vocational interests, and academic advising (Cook, 2009). In the period between World 

War, I and the end of World War II, enrollment in colleges and universities across the 

country grew from 250,000 students to 1.3 million in large part due to the G.I. Bill, which 

allowed veterans returning from combat greater access to higher education (Fenske, 

1989a; Thelin, 2011). With this boom in student enrollment, along with the use of mental 

evaluation and counseling techniques developed in World War I, many of the student 

affairs offices of today began to solidify and rose to prominence within American higher 

education institutions (Fenske, 1989b). Functional areas such as admissions, housing, 

advising, athletics, and student activities assisted students with specific services rather 

than a solitary dean of students (Hinton et al., 2016).  

The field of student affairs evolved from the early adoption of student life and 

conduct supervised by college administrators to a network of separated, yet collaborative, 

offices with unique specializations. Although the field has changed over time, the focus 

of student affairs professionals has remained the same: the students. Understanding this 

evolution of student affairs establishes a base from which to explore the characteristics 

and demographics of student affairs professionals which impact the understanding of 

thriving amongst student affairs professionals. 
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Social and Cultural Perspectives 

Higher education and the profession of student affairs have continued to change 

with each generation of students. These changes have impacted the social and cultural 

perspectives that have shaped the work of student affairs professionals. The student 

experience is supported by student affairs professionals who deliver a variety of services 

and activities to help students succeed academically and grow developmentally. Student 

affairs professionals enhance the development of college students by assisting them with 

understanding personal strengths and aligning them to personal and professional goals 

(Torres et al., 2009). Another view suggests that the fundamental mission of all student 

affairs professionals is to “ensure that students are safe, cared for, well treated, and (more 

or less) satisfied with their higher education” (Long, 2012, p. 7). No matter how they are 

characterized, today’s student affairs professionals must possess a set of skills, along with 

flexibility, to impact students and support institutional missions and goals. As the social 

and cultural needs of students change, so has the work of student affairs professionals. 

As access to higher education institutions and enrollments increased over the 

decades, the student population became more racially, socially, and economically diverse. 

Colleges and universities experienced rising pressures from external and internal 

constituents surrounding social justice, affordability, student behavior, federal legislation, 

campus safety concerns, student mental health, an increase in international students, and 

gaps in educational access. Issues not traditionally addressed on college campuses are 

now seen as normal and vital campus initiatives are carried out by expanded student 

affairs functional areas (Task Force on the Future of Student Affairs, 2010; Zhang & 

Associates, 2016). Expanded technologies have led to an increase in distance and online 
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education which indicated that student affairs professionals must support students in non-

traditional ways (Task Force on the Future of Student Affairs, 2010). In addition, student 

affairs professionals have increased support for first generation and low-income students, 

groups who have benefited the most from increased college access efforts (Thelin, 2019). 

This demonstrated the social and cultural environments in which student affairs 

professionals worked and supported the education and development of the diverse college 

student population.  

As enrollment management efforts including admissions, retention, and 

graduation strategies took a more prominent place in colleges and universities over the 

years, the role of student affairs professionals expanded to support these efforts. Quality 

academic advising, for example, had a positive correlation on improved student retention 

rates (Priest & Milne, 1991). Similarly, behaviors related to unresolved mental health 

issues have disrupted community members, in both residence halls and classrooms. The 

American College Health Association (2017) reported that mental health concerns have 

impacted 21 million college students. Student affairs professionals began to take on a 

case management approach in response to campus crises and identified and targeted 

resources for students who may be in distress or cause campus crises (Adams et al., 

2014). Crisis situations were now part of the social landscape on college and university 

campuses and student affairs professionals were key participants who responded directly 

to crisis situations (Holzweiss & Walker, 2018). Student affairs professionals were also 

expected to participate in activities that occurred outside of the classroom that 

complimented the learning process (Blake, 2007). An example of cross-campus 

collaboration was a residence hall director who served on an academic curriculum 
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committee. This residence hall director connected and translated university learning 

objectives to residence hall programs as well as provided valuable insight of resident 

students’ experiences to the academic curriculum committee. Cross-campus 

collaborations focused on student learning support the teaching mission of colleges and 

universities (Blake, 2007). 

The complexity of current concerns about students resulted in a stronger reliance 

on student affairs professionals and expanded the competencies which entry-level student 

affairs professionals were required to have to effectively support students (Gansemer-

Topf & Ryder, 2017). Professional organizations set out to identify what specific skills 

made a competent practitioner of student affairs services. In 2009, a joint task force made 

up of members from the American College Personnel Association (ACPA), the National 

Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA), and the Council for the 

Advancement of Standards in Higher Education (CAS) built the framework of core 

competencies for student affairs professionals and educators. The most recent 

adaptations, which were introduced in 2015, identified 10 specific competency areas for 

student affairs professionals to utilize in their work with students (ACPA & NASPA, 

2015). These core competencies included (a) personal and ethical foundations; (b) values, 

philosophy, and history; (c) assessment, evaluation, and research; (d) law, policy, and 

governance; (e) organizational and human resources; (f) leadership; (g) social justice and 

inclusion; (h) student learning and development; (i) technology; and (j) advising and 

supporting. The task force asserted that although each competency was focused on a 

specific goal, all the competencies intersect at different times within student affairs work 

(ACPA & NASPA, 2015). 
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As today’s student affairs professionals have continue to adapt to new changes 

within institutional expectations and policies, a basic understanding of the skills and 

competencies needed to be successful in the field is of utmost importance. Professionals 

within the field adapted to the changes to ensure that the needs of those they served were 

met. These minimum skill competencies ensured that student affairs professionals 

adapted in their roles and participated broadly in the institution. These social and cultural 

perspectives provided context for understanding elements of a career in student affairs 

and the challenges and rewards of a career in this field.  

A Career in Student Affairs 

Graduate preparation for student affairs professionals often included programs 

such as higher education administration, educational leadership, or student personnel 

services (Long, 2012). Those who purposefully chose to enter a graduate program with 

the goal to become student affairs professionals were most likely interested in this career 

field and, therefore, possessed the potential to thrive. After moving from graduate 

programs into entry-level positions, some student affairs professionals began to exhibit 

job stress, burnout, lack of job satisfaction, and ultimately, turnover (Marshall et al., 

2016; Mullen et al., 2018).  

Job stress was defined as the “feeling an individual has when the work deviates 

from normal or self-desired functioning in the workplace as the result of opportunities, 

constraints, or demands relating to potentially important work-related outcomes” (Parker 

& DeCotiis, 1983, p. 165). Staff burnout was first articulated as a phenomenon by 

Freudenberger (1974) and was further described as a “state of fatigue and frustration 

arising from unrealistic, excessive demands on personal resources leading to physical and 
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mental exhaustion” (Brewer & Clippard, 2002, p. 171). In contrast, job satisfaction was 

the sense of success and enjoyment an individual gets from the work that they do (Fields, 

2002). Turnover occurred when an employee left a position for reasons that were 

employee driven, such as leaving for a better paying position or relocation, or were 

employer driven, such as termination of an employee or organization downsizing (Allen 

et al., 2010). While the exact number of student affairs professionals who experienced job 

stress, burnout, job dissatisfaction, and turnover were unknown, those who experienced 

this phenomenon had a propensity to leave careers such as student affairs professionals 

(Marshall et al., 2016).  

Despite the potentially bleak experiences of some student affairs professionals 

who experienced stress, burnout, job dissatisfaction, and turnover, there are others who 

demonstrated a commitment towards goals, dedication, and workplace loyalty which 

deterred turnover from the field (Renn & Jessup-Anger, 2008; Rosser & Javinar, 2003). 

These student affairs professionals were engaged, productive, satisfied, and continued in 

their selected careers until they retired. It is suggested that these student affairs 

professionals demonstrated thriving because they established long-term careers, 

demonstrated institutional commitment, and were inspired by working with students. 

However, not much is known about those who stay and what propelled them to continue 

to be engaged as student affairs professionals. A potential explanation is that the student 

affairs professionals who are engaged in their work with students and have had long 

careers in student affairs are thriving. 

Once in a student affairs role, the environment and political landscape often 

influence the work of student affairs professionals, the institutions where they work, and 
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the students whom they support. Knowing the roles and responsibilities that student 

affairs professionals played helps paint a vivid picture of who they are as well as the 

elements of their work which enhance or detract from thriving specifically in the 

workplace. Student affairs professionals who work at colleges and universities provide 

support to students to achieve their academic and career-related goals. The functional 

areas in which student affairs professionals work include admissions and enrollment 

management, academic advising, housing and residence life, student activities, athletics, 

disability services, new student programs, and multicultural student services. The work of 

student affairs professionals occurs during a period in which students are maturing, and, 

many times, live independently from their families for the first time. It is these student 

affairs professionals who enhance or diminish student experiences (Schuh et al., 2011).  

Engaged, focused, and vital student affairs professionals positively influence the 

student experience while disengaged or burned-out staff negatively impact students’ 

experiences. Student affairs professionals who maintain a constant relationship with 

students focused on student needs make the most positive impact on students (Schreiner 

et al., 2011). Chickering and Reisser (1993) articulated the influence that various 

relationships had on college student development when they highlighted student 

development programs and those designated staff who coordinated such programs. 

Through student development programs, student affairs professionals played a role in 

student adjustment to and success in college. Such student affairs professionals were 

instrumental in aiding student transitions into higher education institutions, supporting 

students during their academic program, and in the transitions out of higher education 

institutions (Chickering & Reisser, 1993).  
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Student affairs professionals, through their work, provided inclusive 

environments, narrowed success gaps for underserved student populations, and created 

equitable opportunities for students who had physical or learning challenges. Gurin et al., 

(2002) found evidence that affirmative action and diversity efforts by colleges and 

universities both increased access to higher education for greater numbers of students as 

well as fostered students' academic and social growth. These efforts added to a more 

educated population overall. The continued development of multicultural competence 

was commonly expected for all student affairs professionals (Long, 2012; Pope et al., 

2019). Ensuring that there were representative voices of all races, ethnicities, and ages 

working as student affairs professionals and supporting those professionals was 

ultimately crucial to serving a diverse student population. Student affairs professionals 

were often seen as role models for promoting social justice within higher education, 

making social justice a core competency for student affairs professionals (Pope et al., 

2019). Student affairs professionals frequently worked with all student populations 

directly. Because of this, emphasizing the need for multicultural competence was 

essential for student affairs professionals so they could foster more diverse and inclusive 

institutions (Pope et al., 2019). 

As the needs of the college student population and society changed, so did the 

work of student affairs professionals along with the mission of institutions of higher 

education. While charged with supporting learning in the educational environment, 

student affairs professionals continually navigated the changing state and federal laws, 

evolving professional competencies, as well as funding and access disparities within their 

work responsibilities. The training and education student affairs professionals received 
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while in graduate programs served as a baseline to propel them into entry-level roles. 

However, the researchers believed that demonstrating thriving behaviors over the course 

of a career supports student affairs professionals' ability to navigate the shifting social 

and cultural landscapes of higher education and strive for higher level positions as well as 

longer careers in the field of student affairs.  

Candidates’ Perspective 

Unlike career paths leading to fields such as nursing, teaching, accounting, or 

engineering, the path to a profession in student affairs is slightly different as there is no 

one undergraduate major that directly leads to a career in student affairs. Most programs 

that prepare an individual for student affairs work are graduate-level programs. Taub and 

McEwen (2006) conducted a survey of enrolled students in college student 

personnel/higher education graduate programs. Around 300 participants from 24 different 

programs responded to the survey. Taub and McEwen (2006) found that students were 

influenced to enter student affairs based on conversations with student affairs 

professionals and involvement in student activities while undergraduates. The five 

candidates, also referred to as researchers of the current study, were no different than the 

students in Taub and McEwen’s (2006) study. For instance, one of the researchers 

discovered the student affairs field by way of an undergraduate work study job in 

housing. Another was involved in student activities and developed a close connection 

with key student affairs personnel. Yet another took an enrollment management position 

to help pay for a graduate program not related to student affairs. Not one of the 

researchers arrived at college thinking they would pursue a career in student affairs and 

these pathways seem to fit the norm. 
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The researchers of the current study are all experienced student affairs 

professionals at various institutions in a metropolitan area in the Midwest, with a range of 

experience from seven to over 25 years in higher education. The researchers who work as 

supervisors at their institution, have directly experienced the departure of student affairs 

professionals from the functional areas we supervise as well as witnessed the same in 

other functional areas on our campuses. We have observed that student affairs 

professionals are leaving the field for a variety of reasons such as better pay and a better 

balance between work and personal life. We have seen colleagues leave institutions that 

could not offer advancement opportunities for student affairs professionals. This concern 

is prevalent in research about employee burnout and turnover. We have seen colleagues 

become disengaged in their work due to lack of institutional support. We have worked 

with other student affairs professionals who struggled to find meaning in the work they 

performed or struggled when they felt unappreciated and unrecognized by the institution 

at which they worked.  

We have managed disengaged student affairs professionals who exhibited low 

levels of commitment to the university or college community. We have witnessed the 

impact of disengaged and stagnant student affairs professionals on the student experience 

and the work environment for other staff and faculty. We have observed that these 

phenomena are not unique to functional area, level of position, generation, or race. 

Within the context of our campuses and over the past few years, we have invested 

additional time and expense to fill vacancies by recruiting, interviewing, selection, 

onboarding, training, and maintaining a sense of engagement with new employees. We 

have invested time and resources to re-engage experienced student affairs professionals 
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who were not contributing to their immediate functional area and the campus community. 

We have labored to mitigate negative impacts on students as well as staff and faculty.  

Throughout our years of experience, we have also worked with and supervised 

professionals who have continued their careers in student affairs. We have managed 

energetic and engaged student affairs professionals making positive contributions to 

students’ experience and campus environments. We have witnessed the passion and 

concern of student affairs professionals who eagerly worked with students and sought 

additional knowledge and skills to support their work with students. We have heard 

comments from students, faculty and staff about these thriving and engaged student 

affairs professionals. We have observed these engaged student affairs professionals 

welcome and mentor new professionals on our campuses. We are inspired and energized 

when working with these thriving student affairs professionals.  

Within this context of our experiences, we examined the concept of thriving to 

understand how student affairs professionals developed behaviors to remain engaged, 

energized, and growth in their work. Even though we have observed these differences in 

the student affairs professionals and experienced the departure of staff from our 

institutions, we readily acknowledge that while turnover is an issue for institutions and, 

more specifically, the researchers of this study, we don’t make assumptions that only 

good or bad employees leave, and we don’t make assumptions that only good or bad 

employees stay.  

Our goal as researchers was to better understand how student affairs professionals 

maintained thriving behaviors during this unprecedented period. At the time of this study, 

student affairs professionals were navigating the COVID-19 global pandemic, decreasing 
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enrollment, state budget cuts, and staff attrition while adapting to enhanced distance-

learning formats of student support and staff development. While current circumstances 

appeared to be more challenging than optimal or ordinary, this unprecedented time also 

provided the researchers the opportunity to highlight and understand thriving student 

affairs professionals in a unique way. 

Local Contextual Perspectives 

This study focused on student affairs professionals at a public university located 

in a metropolitan area in the Midwest. The institution, which was referred to as Thriving 

University, offered undergraduate, graduate, and professional programs, had an 

enrollment slightly below 13,000 students, held a Carnegie classification of 

Doctoral/Professional, and employed over 2,400 individuals including faculty, 

administrative leadership positions, professional staff and civil service (U. S. Department 

of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary 

Education Data System [IPEDS], 2019). The student affairs professional and civil service 

staff at this institution represented a wide range of generations, experiences, and 

functional areas.  

Student affairs professionals at this institution were distributed among the 

functional areas of academic advising, admissions, campus recreation, career 

development, counseling, disability support services, diversity and inclusion, enrollment 

management, financial aid, health services, housing, international student services, 

learning support services, registrar’s office, student involvement, and veterans' affairs. 

The positions within these functional areas ranged from entry-level professionals to 

senior-level management positions. The positions were classified as civil service, 
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professional staff, and administrative professional staff based on the institutional 

employee classification system. Several of the researchers had knowledge of or 

experience at this institution and had access to Institutional Review Board policies and 

procedures to ensure safe, fair, and equitable standards for the research study.  

Thriving University was in a metropolitan area which was also home to several 

postsecondary education institutions. Selecting an institution in this metropolitan area 

offered a unique opportunity to explore the student affairs workforce of a university that 

had a significant impact on the local economy. Student affairs professionals in this 

geographic area had a wide range of employment opportunities at both public and private 

colleges and universities and at several for-profit educational and vocationally oriented 

institutions. There are 45 institutions recognized by the Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching within a 40-mile radius of the institution used in this study 

(Indiana University Center for Postsecondary Research [IUCPR], 2018). The 45 

institutions in this radius enrolled 165,142 students at both the undergraduate and 

graduate level in fall 2017 and conferred a total of 37, 210 degrees in 2018 (IUCPR, 

2018). 

This study was conducted during the global pandemic of COVID-19 and included 

perspectives on the impact of the pandemic on thriving at the institution studied. COVID-

19 was declared a global pandemic while the institution was on spring break. The 

institution initially extended spring break, but quickly moved to offering only online 

instruction for the remainder of the spring 2020 semester. During this time, offices 

developed plans for staff to work from home and most employees moved to a remote 

working situation beginning the week of March 16, 2020. University leadership quickly 
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worked to support faculty in the abrupt change to an online instructional methodology. 

On March 21, 2020, the Governor of the state issued a stay-at-home order that required 

all staff, faculty, and students to work remotely. The university continued to pay all 

employees regardless of their ability to work remotely. Thriving University established a 

task force to determine how to offer classes and student services safely and effectively 

during the upcoming summer term and following fall and spring semesters.  

During the first part of June 2020, Thriving University started to bring some 

employees back to campus, but classes continued to be offered mostly in online formats. 

The employees who returned first were those who were unable to do their jobs at home, 

such as building service workers. Offices continued to slowly re-open to offer in-person 

services for students on a limited basis. The university stressed a desire to de-densify 

campus and employees who could work from home were encouraged to continue doing 

so. During the fall 2020 semester, most student services offices were open but with a 

rotating schedule of in-person staff. Most classes were offered online or in a hybrid 

format, a mix of in-class and online coursework, with very few on-campus classes. 

Residence halls were reopened but were enforcing restrictions on the guest policy. In-

person student activities and meetings were strictly limited to follow state-issued 

guidelines. Most student support services, including counseling, advising, and tutoring 

were moved to an online format. There was, at that time, no sense of when the university 

would return to the pre-2020 operational levels of in person classes and services.  

Problem of Practice 

The concept of thriving is complex with known and unknown factors. An 

exploration of thriving specific to the work of student affairs professionals will add to the 
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narrative about thriving and increase opportunities to potentially address issues related to 

job satisfaction, burnout, stress, and turnover. A better understanding of thriving, specific 

to the higher education setting, could help stabilize and encourage thriving for student 

affairs professionals. While some researchers have focused on why student affairs 

professionals leave soon after they enter the field (Tull, 2006), it is important to 

understand variables that contribute to student affairs professionals' overall sense of 

thriving.  

Student affairs professionals are important contributors to college students’ 

development and education as well as participants in supporting overall institutional 

goals. The work of student affairs professionals changed, developed, and expanded over 

time causing some to experience job stress, burnout, lack of job satisfaction, and 

turnover. In contrast, employees with a high level of job satisfaction demonstrate a higher 

level of thriving and lower levels of turnover intention (Hafeez, 2019; Paterson et al., 

2013). Job satisfaction for student affairs professionals is a significant factor connected to 

their intention to leave a position (Donnelly, 2009; Evans, 1988; Rosser & Javinar, 2003; 

Tull, 2006).  

While the more negative aspects of student affairs professionals’ experiences have 

been highlighted, there are student affairs professionals who are less stressed, more 

energetic, more satisfied, and have longer careers in student affairs. It is suggested that 

these student affairs professionals are thriving. Fully understanding the experiences of 

student affairs professionals who are thriving is important in supporting student success 

and achieving the academic mission of higher education. Thriving student affairs 

professionals are those who are positively engaged in meaningful work, connected to 
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others at a deeper level, and optimistic about one’s present and future life (L. Schreiner, 

personal communication, February 17, 2020). The researchers in the current study used 

Schreiner’s Thriving Quotient for Staff and Administrators (TQ-SA), based on 

Seligman’s PERMA (positive emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning, 

achievement) constructs of well-being (Seligman, 2011) to explore the constructs and 

predictors that influence thriving in student affairs professionals. Knowing what impacts 

thriving among various demographic characteristics such as generation and functional 

area, could help create working environments that are more productive, rewarding, and 

stimulating for student affairs professionals, supportive of student development, and 

advance the mission and vision of the institution. 

The work environment for student affairs professionals is crucial for delivery of 

services to students and the educational services provided by colleges and universities. 

While there is research on thriving in broad employee populations, college students and 

college faculty, there is no research specific for the field of student affairs professionals. 

The first desired outcome of this research is to learn more about thriving for student 

affairs professionals within specific contexts of the working environment of higher 

education. Use of this knowledge could support ways in which new student affairs 

professionals are recruited, onboarded, trained, and developed with the goal to keep them 

engaged in the student affairs profession. Knowledge about the conditions under which 

student affairs staff thrive at work could provide a platform from which to make 

institution-level changes to human resource policies, procedures, and practices. 

Purpose 

Student affairs professionals are at the forefront of providing critical services to 

ensure student success. While job dissatisfaction and burnout occur in these positions, 
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there are those who are thriving as student affairs professionals. The purpose of this study 

is to explore the experience of thriving for student affairs professionals to discover which 

constructs and predictors are related to their level of thriving. Seligman's (2011) 

constructs of positive emotion, engagement, relationships, and accomplishment 

(PERMA) and their impact on thriving assisted the research team in better understanding 

the experiences of thriving student affairs professionals. In turn, the researchers used data 

gathered from student affairs professionals’ experiences to promote changes to the 

onboarding, training, and overall retention of student affairs professionals. In this study, 

thriving was defined as positive engagement in meaningful work, connecting to others at 

a deeper level, and being optimistic about one’s present and future life (L. Schreiner, 

personal communication, October 11, 2020). This exploration was propelled by a 

multidimensional framework of thriving to provide a more holistic view of the experience 

of thriving for student affairs professionals. It was expected that the inquiry would assist 

in answering the research questions and propel the development of a more sustainable 

workplace in which more student affairs professionals will thrive.  

Research Questions  

This study explored the following research questions about student affairs 

professionals’ construction of thriving in the workforce: 

RQ1: How do student affairs professionals experience thriving? 

RQ2: How strongly correlated are the PERMA constructs (positive emotion, 

engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishments) with thriving for student 

affairs professionals? 
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RQ3: What predictors (psychological sense of community, spirituality, 

institutional integrity, and commitment to staff welfare) significantly impact thriving for 

student affairs professionals? 

RQ4: How does thriving differ amongst different generations and functional areas 

of student affairs professionals? 

RQ5: What impact has the COVID-19 global pandemic had on thriving for 

student affairs professionals? 

Limitations 

This exploration of thriving student affairs professionals was limited to one 

metropolitan Midwest institution, thus there were a few specific limitations to the study. 

First, the study only focused on student affairs professionals rather than examining 

thriving levels of faculty and staff outside of student affairs. Thriving may differ when 

explored in faculty and staff outside of student affairs functions at the same institution. 

There was a limitation to studying only one institution of higher education as thriving 

results may vary based on the institution. The institution selected is a public university 

and results may vary at private institutions, for-profit institutions or at two-year 

institutions. Additionally, the selected instrument was validated in higher education, but 

not specifically with student affairs professionals.  

Limitations also included the study’s reliance on self-reported information from 

participants. Participants were asked to share their experiences as it related to thriving. 

Understanding that participants offered their own perspective, the researchers trusted the 

data provided as the participants’ true experience. Additionally, the study measured 

thriving at a single point in time rather than over a longer period. The researchers felt that 
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while exploring the constructs of thriving at one point in time for this population would 

be insightful, results could vary across different points in time of a student affairs 

professional’s career.  

A significant limitation beyond the control of the researchers was how the global 

pandemic of COVID-19 in 2020 impacted and continued to challenge higher education 

institutions in 2021. The United States Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

(CDC) website updated on June 2, 2020, defined “COVID-19 [as] a new disease, caused 

by a novel (or new) coronavirus that has not previously been seen in humans. The name 

of this disease was selected following the World Health Organization (WHO) best 

practices for naming of new human infectious diseases” (CDC, 2020). The COVID-19 

pandemic disrupted normal operations of many businesses, colleges, and universities, and 

continued to interrupt the operations of those colleges and universities within the United 

States. Course delivery methods were altered in favor of online learning since March 

2020 to avoid spread of the disease among students, faculty, and staff. Many colleges and 

universities continued modified course delivery into the 2020-2021 academic year. It was 

likely that fewer students were living on campus and participated in campus life. During 

this pandemic, student affairs professionals were developing new ways to approach their 

work with students. Due to the impacts of COVID-19, this exploration of thriving 

included an inquiry to specifically understand how student affairs professionals were 

navigating the current COVID-19 global pandemic, their job responsibilities, and the 

expectations of the institution where they worked.  

As a result of the pandemic and the varying state and national responses, college 

and university enrollments were monitored in anticipation of a decline in institutional 
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revenue. In addition, it was anticipated that less state and federal aid would be available 

to support higher education. The Chronicle of Higher Education published an article 

titled “Major Cost-Cutting Begins in Response to Covid-19, With Faculty and Staff 

Furloughs and Pay Cuts” (Kelderman, 2020) which outlined the parallels between the 

current unknowns of the pandemic affecting both the economy (i.e., comparisons drawn 

to the Great Recession) and the funding of higher education and student aid. However, 

the United States government authorized some emergency grants in addition to federal 

funding allocations through the Coronavirus Aid, Recovery, and Economic Security 

(CARES) Act as well as the Higher Education Emergency Relief Fund II (HEERF II) by 

the Coronavirus Response and Relief Supplemental Appropriations Act (CRRSAA) to 

support institutions and students during the COVID-19 pandemic (U S. Department of 

Education, 2021). Across the United States, overall budget reductions led to employment 

furloughs of university staff, position eliminations, and hiring freezes that adversely 

impacted the student affairs profession. Additionally, the roles and functions of student 

affairs professionals changed due to budget constraints, hiring freezes, or position 

restructuring to meet institutional priorities. This research began before the unforeseen 

events of the pandemic. Due to the impact of COVID-19 on higher education and the 

field of student affairs, the participants shared different perspectives from when this study 

was initially designed. Notwithstanding these limitations, this study added to the minimal 

research on understanding thriving among student affairs professionals.  

Chapter Summary 

Student affairs professionals support student learning, facilitate student 

development, advance the mission of higher education, and contribute positively to the 
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development of a more socially just world. Some student affairs professionals have lost 

interest and motivation in student affairs work; they become burned out, leave their 

chosen career field or stay, and disconnect from the university community. Continuously 

losing student affairs professionals due to turnover interrupts institutional stability in 

student affairs functions in addition to impacting students and sustainable institutional 

knowledge. These instances likely represent a failure to thrive at work for some student 

affairs professionals. Other student affairs professionals are engaged, motivated, 

interested, flourishing, and thriving in their chosen career field. The researchers sought to 

better understand the experiences of thriving for student affairs professionals to develop 

ways to support student affairs professionals who were not thriving. In this study, the 

researchers also sought to understand differences in thriving based on select demographic 

characteristics of the participants.  

Chapter One introduced the contextual landscape for student affairs professionals 

by providing social, cultural, and candidate perspectives that are leading to the purpose of 

this research study. The purpose of this study is to explore the experience of thriving for 

student affairs professionals to discover which constructs and predictors are related to 

their level of thriving. The researchers developed five research questions to test and 

explore how to address the problem of practice that student affairs professionals are 

leaving the field or seeking improved conditions to work. 

In Chapter Two the researchers introduced the foundational research on thriving 

and thriving in the work setting, described the conceptual framework and supporting 

literature for the research study, explored the background of student affairs professionals 

within higher education, and detailed the demographic characteristics of the study 
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participants. Chapter Three explained the methods that were used to answer the research 

questions designed to explore the thriving experiences of student affairs professionals as 

well as the research and analysis procedures for the research study. Chapter Four 

presented results and findings, while Chapter Five extended a discussion of the findings 

as well as relevant action items to address the problem of practice. 
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Chapter Two 

Review of Knowledge for Action 

Student affairs professionals are at the forefront of providing critical services to 

ensure student success. While job dissatisfaction and burnout occur in these positions, 

there are those who are thriving as student affairs professionals. The purpose of this study 

is to explore the experience of thriving for student affairs professionals to discover which 

constructs and predictors are related to their level of thriving. Seligman's PERMA (2011) 

constructs of positive emotion, engagement, relationships, and accomplishment and their 

impact on thriving assisted the research team in better understanding the experiences of 

thriving in student affairs professionals. In turn, the researchers used data gathered from 

student affairs professionals’ experiences to promote changes to the onboarding, training, 

and overall retention of student affairs professionals. In this study, thriving was defined 

as positive engagement in meaningful work, connecting to others at a deeper level, and 

being optimistic about one’s present and future life (L. Schreiner, personal 

communication, October 11, 2020). This exploration was propelled by a 

multidimensional framework of thriving to provide a more holistic view of the experience 

of thriving for student affairs professionals.  

It was expected that this exploration of thriving among student affairs 

professionals would assist in answering the research questions and potentially propel the 

development of a more sustainable workplace in which more student affairs professionals 

would thrive at higher levels. Fully understanding the experiences of thriving in student 

affairs professionals can support improvements to workplace culture that meet each 
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professional’s needs and contribute to a positive work environment that addressed the 

problems of job satisfaction, burnout, stress, and turnover.  

This chapter included the conceptual framework for the current study based on 

Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model of well-being, a brief overview of positive psychology 

and a detailed overview of research on thriving at work. Next, a supporting literature 

review of the thriving constructs and predictors was presented. Following the review of 

literature is a summary of the demographics of student affairs professionals as well as a 

discussion about the impact of COVID-19 on higher education. Finally, an examination 

of the stakeholder perspective provided additional context for this study. 

Conceptual Framework 

The concept of thriving has deep roots in the areas of philosophy, positive 

psychology, well-being, and the idea of flourishing. Thriving at work has focused on 

human performance in the workplace as well as the benefits to organizations when their 

employees are thriving. Studying human thriving at work has promoted an understanding 

of what propels success in workplace settings. The researchers of the current study used 

Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model of well-being, also referred to as flourishing or 

thriving, as the framework within a student affairs workplace setting. The elements of 

well-being are referenced by the acronym PERMA (positive emotion, engagement, 

relationships, meaning, and achievement) (Seligman, 2011). The researchers used the 

term flourishing when referring directly to Seligman’s research. However, the researchers 

used the term thriving as a synonym to flourishing to provide the context for the literature 

review of this study, as it corresponds with the measure of thriving used in this study.  
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Providing the conceptual framework for this study, the researchers selected 

Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model of well-being to address the holistic approach to 

thriving for student affairs professionals as the framework. Seligman (2011) explained 

that well-being was a construct that consisted of several elements that contribute to one’s 

sense of well-being, but no single construct defined well-being on its own. For this study, 

a comprehensive and interconnected framework was used to assess how individuals are 

thriving. 

Seligman (2011) discussed the evolution of the PERMA model of well-being in 

the book Flourish: A Visionary New Understanding of Happiness and Well-Being. 

However, Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model of well-being began as a focus on authentic 

happiness and then grew into the current theory. The PERMA model of well-being that 

was published in Flourish: A Visionary New Understanding of Happiness and Well-

Being included the foundational concept of authentic happiness plus the supplemental 

knowledge towards flourishing which emerged through additional research and 

developed into the current theory.  

Seligman (2011) defined authentic happiness as what we choose that makes us 

feel good and the goal of authentic happiness was to increase one’s satisfaction with life. 

To achieve this satisfaction, Seligman (2011) identified three main elements of authentic 

happiness as positive emotion (P), engagement (E), and meaning (M). Positive emotion 

was described by Seligman (2011) as “what we feel: pleasure, rapture, ecstasy, warmth, 

comfort, and the like. An entire life led successfully around this element; I call the 

‘pleasant life’” (p. 11). Engagement involved the idea of “flow” (p. 11) or becoming so 

involved with something that one gets into a rhythm of sorts when involved in some sort 
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of activity. Seligman (2011) argued that engagement differed from positive emotion since 

it requires complete use of one’s emotional and cognitive resources to achieve the sense 

of flow. The third element of authentic happiness is meaning. Seligman (2011) noted that 

meaning consists of doing something that is bigger than the individual self; it can include 

belonging to or serving a particular group or organization, and ultimately contributes to 

one’s sense of purpose. 

Expanding upon the baseline of authentic happiness, Seligman (2011) explained 

how the model of authentic happiness did not completely portray one’s full experience 

towards flourishing. Seligman (2011) cited three primary inadequacies in Flourish: A 

Visionary New Understanding of Happiness and Well-Being. First, Seligman (2011) 

worried that examining the idea of “happiness” would be confused with the idea of 

merely having a cheerful demeanor. Second, Seligman (2011) described that when one 

was asked how satisfied they were with their life, it was subjective as to how they felt at 

that moment in time as opposed to a comprehensive examination and understanding of 

one’s overall life satisfaction. Lastly, Seligman (2011) described that the elements of 

positive emotion, engagement, and meaning were not an exhaustive collection of factors 

that contribute to one’s overall happiness and well-being. Seligman (2011) concluded that 

“a better theory will more completely specify the elements of what people choose” (p. 

14). As a result, Seligman’s work in flourishing evolved from the model of authentic 

happiness, where the primary focus was on increasing life satisfaction, into the model of 

well-being.  

Seligman (2011) theorized that the model of well-being increased flourishing (i.e., 

thriving) by way of the three elements of authentic happiness (positive emotion, 
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engagement, and meaning), as well as the two additional elements of relationships and 

accomplishments. Schreiner used the five elements of Seligman’s (2011) model of well-

being as the foundation for the survey tool used in this study (personal communication, 

October 11, 2020) to measure and understand the complexity of happiness, flourishing, 

and what Schreiner and the current study’s researchers refer to as thriving. 

Instrument and Operational Definitions 

Seligman's (2011) PERMA model of well-being integrated elements of positive 

emotion, engagement, relationship, meaning, and accomplishments which was used to 

frame the measure of thriving for this study. Schreiner (personal communication, October 

11, 2020) developed the Thriving Quotient (TQ) and Thriving Quotient for Staff and 

Administrators (TQ-SA) based on Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model of well-being in 

addition to adding predictors and outcomes that may impact thriving. Schreiner (2010a) 

began her work by exploring thriving in college students then examine thriving in faculty, 

staff, and administrators within the higher education work environment. In general, 

Schreiner developed the Thriving Quotients to evaluate thriving in a way that shifted the 

focus on thriving from a deficit perspective that aimed to prevent failure to a strengths-

based perspective that focused on future success (Louis & Schreiner, 2012). 

Various instruments have been developed based on Seligman’s (2011) PERMA 

well-being model. In researching higher education settings, thriving has been studied 

primarily through the lens of college students. Schreiner (2010a) developed a Thriving 

Quotient to measure a student’s ability to thrive in academic, intrapersonal, and 

interpersonal areas. The TQ-SA was based on the five elements of Seligman’s (2011) 

model of well-being, termed as constructs in the TQ-SA. The term construct was used to 
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identify a factor or building block that supports the theory that have been correlated and 

verified by the instrument author. Building on Seligman’s research, Schreiner expanded 

the measures to include aspects of PERMA based on the evaluation of well-being in 

higher education settings. Schreiner mapped out PERMA using the lens of student 

development and research in positive psychology. Based on personal communication 

with the research team, Schreiner explained that she examined student’s thriving through 

their well-being, social and intrapersonal experiences using PERMA as the model (L. 

Schreiner, personal communication, October 11, 2020). 

There were conceptual overlaps in comparing flourishing as defined by Seligman 

and thriving by Schreiner. The research terms of construct and predictor were used by 

Schreiner in the instrument and within this study. For the purpose of this study, thriving 

constructs focused on the positive human experiences that impact a person’s ability to 

thrive within an environment. In addition to thriving constructs, Schreiner identified four 

specific predictors of thriving (personal communication, October 11, 2020). The 

predictors that impacted thriving were (a) psychological sense of community, (b) 

spirituality, (c) institutional integrity, and (d) commitment to staff welfare (L. Schreiner, 

personal communication, October 11, 2020). These predictors of thriving were relevant to 

the current study as they helped identify which predictors were more impactful to overall 

thriving within the sample population. Based on personal communication with Schreiner, 

she noted that predictors can influence a person’s level of thriving. 

This study also identified demographics specific to the sample population. These 

demographics were generation and functional areas within student affairs. These specific 

demographics were selected by the researchers because they related to variations in the 
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workplace environment that may impact thriving and a student affairs professional’s 

work experience. Examining these demographics in relation to thriving provided the 

researchers with a deeper understanding of thriving student affairs professionals.  

Finally, this study began prior to the COVID-19 global pandemic and the 

institutional responses to the pandemic changed the nature of work for student affairs 

professionals. The researchers had a unique opportunity to explore thriving in student 

affairs professionals during what was, hopefully, a once in a lifetime disruption to daily 

life. The lasting impact of the COVID-19 global pandemic will not be known for years to 

come. However, exploring the theoretical ways to foster and develop thriving student 

affairs professionals now will assist the field in the future.  

Literature Review 

A review of prior scholarly research provided more details to support the 

conceptual framework and foundation for this exploratory study of thriving in student 

affairs professionals. There was extensive published research about the field of student 

affairs as well as job satisfaction, burnout, stress, and turnover in student affairs 

professionals. There was also research for thriving among faculty members (L. Schreiner, 

personal communication, October 11, 2020) and professionals outside of higher 

education (Carmeli & Spreitzer, 2009; Conway & Foskey, 2015; Liu & Bern-Klug, 2013; 

Paterson et al., 2013; Sim et al., 2016). However, at the time of this study, the authors 

found limited scholarly research that specifically explored the experience of thriving 

among student affairs professionals. One of the goals of this study was to explore the 

experience of thriving for student affairs professionals. Another was to fill the gap in 

thriving research to explore predictors of thriving in student affairs professionals.  
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A review of literature related to thriving, each thriving PERMA construct, and the 

predictors related to thriving in the workplace, in general, and in a higher education or 

student affairs setting is provided in the next section. The literature supported the 

conceptual framework for the current study by providing connections to the key 

constructs identified by Seligman (2011) which guided the work of Schreiner (personal 

communication, October 11, 2020) who examined thriving in students, faculty and 

administrators in higher education.  

Foundations of Thriving 

Thriving has been studied in such disciplines as medicine, sociology, philosophy, 

economics, education, and in a variety of other settings. While thriving is an active area 

of scholarly exploration, there are many different definitions and approaches to studying 

thriving, as well as variations in measurements (Brown et al., 2017). Even though 

thriving existed as a concept prior to the start of the 21st century, thriving was expanded 

as an area of inquiry after the advent of positive psychology as a movement (Brown et al., 

2017).  

Positive Psychology 

Positive psychology was a movement within the field of psychology which gained 

momentum within the last 20 years. Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) appealed to 

the psychology and social sciences communities to focus attention on positive 

frameworks for exploring “how normal people flourish under more benign conditions” 

(p. 5) in addition to the more traditional focus on “how people survive and endure under 

conditions of adversity” (p. 5). It is within this general framework that the movement of 

positive psychology operated. Note, flourishing and thriving were often used 
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interchangeably in the literature. Except as noted, in this study thriving is used in place of 

flourishing. 

While Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) advocated for positive psychology 

as a separate movement, Sheldon and King (2001) tempered this argument by observing 

that positive psychology was a part of psychology which was a framework through which 

the human experience could be understood. In 2001, the momentum of positive 

psychology increased, spawning active research in different directions resulting in books, 

journal articles, a handbook of positive psychology, a dedicated journal as well as 

academic centers for the study and development of positive psychology (Linley et al., 

2006). Human thriving was one thread of study in the positive psychology movement and 

focused on settings such as school, community, and workplace so that improvements to 

those individual settings could be proposed and evaluated.  

Workplace Thriving 

Using the study of positive psychology, companies explored ways to enhance 

workplace thriving (Abid, 2016). Over the last two decades, employers invested time and 

resources on employee wellness programs to promote thriving in the workplace. 

Companies created goals to improve staff retention to increase productivity and 

engagement. The American Psychological Association (APA) (2016) identified the 

important role managers played in supporting employee well-being. The APA (2016) 

conducted a workplace study which examined workplace wellness programs and found 

that 73% of staff who had a supervisor who promoted well-being believed they had a 

more thriving work environment. In comparison, only 11% of staff with supervisors who 

did not support employee well-being indicated they were thriving (APA, 2016).  
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There are various frameworks and definitions of thriving within the workplace, 

which is often known as workplace thriving (Seligman, 2011; Spreitzer et al., 2005). 

Spreitzer et al. (2005) defined thriving as feelings of positive progress and momentum 

that are characterized by the senses of greater understanding and vitality. Spreitzer et al. 

(2005) examined how thriving at work contributed to a sense of self-adaptation and 

created a theoretical model based on the positive influence that work could have on 

people. Spreitzer et al. (2005) highlighted the role of self-adaptation in thriving. Self-

adaptation recognized the internal motivations within individuals that lead to 

accomplishment of defined goals as opposed to external influences. According to 

Spreitzer et al. (2005), self-adaption was woven through the concept of thriving as it 

related to positively accomplishing one's goals. Their four points of thriving at work 

focused on socially embedded aspects of work whereas the work organization contributed 

to one’s sense of well-being (Spreitzer et al., 2005).  

Spreitzer et al. (2005) explained in their four points of thriving at work, “the 

foundational assumptions, introduce agentic behaviors as the engine of thriving, explain 

how the context (unit features and resources) enables agentic behaviors, and conclude 

with a discussion of how thriving contributes to a model of self-adaptation” (p. 539). The 

researchers defined agentic behaviors as task-oriented work focus, relationships, and 

exploration of learning. They found that thriving levels were higher when employees 

viewed their agentic behaviors in a positive regard. Spreitzer et al. (2005) proposed a 

theoretical model of thriving at work and suggested the need for additional scholarly 

inquiry to validate the construct they presented. Following Spreitzer et al. (2005), other 

researchers provided additional research examining thriving at work. 
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For instance, Carmeli and Spreitzer (2009) examined how workplace thriving, 

trust, and connectivity led to innovative work behaviors. Thriving, for their study, was 

defined as “the joint experience of a sense of learning (growing and getting better at what 

one does at work) and a sense of vitality (feeling energized and alive at work)” (Carmeli 

& Spreitzer, 2009, p. 169). Innovative behavior was defined as a three-step process: 

identifying a problem and a potential solution, promoting the solution to others to gain 

support, and developing the solution into a model that can be used within the workplace 

(Carmeli & Spreitzer, 2009).  

Thriving was hypothesized to be a stimulant for innovative behaviors in the 

workplace. Carmeli and Spreitzer (2009) believed that other factors contributed to overall 

levels of thriving. First, they stated that employees who were able to grow within their 

positions at work were stimulated to recognize workplace issues and generate solutions 

(Carmeli & Spreitzer, 2009). Next, Carmeli and Spreitzer (2009) believed that vitality, or 

positive emotional energy, motivated individuals to be innovative at work. Lastly, 

connectivity, defined as “relationships that are open and encourage generativity” 

(Carmeli & Spreitzer, 2009, p. 174) was identified as another constructive element of 

thriving. Thriving had a higher likelihood to occur in work environments where workers 

supported and helped each other (Carmeli & Spreitzer, 2009). This feeling of 

connectivity was hypothesized as a contributor to vitality and learning amongst 

individuals who were thriving at work (Carmeli & Spreitzer, 2009). 

Carmeli and Spreitzer (2009) hypothesized that thriving mediated the relationship 

between connectivity and innovative behavior. Additionally, trust was introduced as a 

construct which positively related to thriving, and that connectivity mediated the 
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relationship between trust and thriving (Carmeli & Spreitzer, 2009). Trust, in Carmeli 

and Spreitzer’s (2009) study, was based on Robinson’s (1996) definition as “one’s 

expectations, assumptions, or beliefs about the likelihood that another’s future actions 

will be beneficial, favorable or at least not detrimental to one’s interests” (Robinson, 

1996, p. 576). Both trust and connectivity were described as two different constructs 

which promoted engagement in work tasks as well as enabled learning and vitality at 

work (Carmeli & Spreitzer, 2009).  

Carmeli and Spreitzer (2009) surveyed 172 employees from varying professional 

organizations and industries. The researchers administered a survey at two different times 

in which at the fist point in time they gathered information about the employees’ levels of 

trust and connectivity, then at a second point three weeks later, gathered information 

about their level of thriving and innovative work behaviors. The rationale for the gap in 

time was to measure how connectivity and trust later influenced thriving and innovative 

behaviors (Carmeli & Spreitzer, 2009). The respondents answered survey questions 

focused on the areas of thriving, innovation in the workplace, employee connectivity, and 

trust. The researchers found that thriving contributed to proactive, creative, and 

innovative behaviors in the workplace (Carmeli & Spreitzer, 2009). Employee trust was 

identified as a key component that generated connectivity among employees which 

supported thriving and facilitated innovative behaviors (Carmeli & Spreitzer, 2009). 

Carmeli and Spreitzer (2009) connected thriving to innovative behaviors, an important 

outcome in the workplace, and provided support for their hypothesis that vitality was a 

factor in thriving. Carmeli and Spreitzer (2009) stressed that additional scholarship was 

needed to clarify thriving as the joint experience of both vitality and learning. 
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Spreitzer et al. (2012), in another theoretical examination, reinforced that thriving 

was critical when applied to the workplace. They described individuals who thrive as 

“growing, developing, and energized, rather than stagnating or feeling depleted” (p. 155). 

Spreitzer et al. (2012) continued to build on the Spreitzer et al. 2009 work that explored 

vitality and learning. Spreitzer et al. (2012) posited that having one factor without the 

other did not lead to thriving, but rather to feelings of burnout, stagnation, and depletion 

within the workplace. Ultimately, they introduced a combination of individual and 

organizational strategies to encourage thriving among employees, concluding that 

thriving employees were likely to be retained within an organization. To achieve this 

sense of thriving in employees, they introduced ideas for enabling thriving in the 

workplace that included fostering a diverse work environment, providing feedback on 

employee performances, and empowering employees to make decisions that affect their 

work and give them a sense of control in their job roles (Spreitzer et al., 2012). 

Thriving has been linked to essential outcomes which support organizational 

continuity and success. Paterson et al. (2013), used the theoretical base advanced by 

Spreitzer et al. (2005), to affirm that thriving at work supported two outcomes, job 

performance and self-development. The self-development outcome, Paterson et al. (2013) 

noted, was missing from the empirical research on thriving at work even though Spreitzer 

et al. (2005) theorized a connection. Further, Paterson et al. (2013) explored two potential 

antecedent variables to thriving, psychological capital and supervisor support climate, 

which supplied two agentic behaviors, task focus and heedful relating, with the necessary 

fuel to influence thriving at work.  
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In their study, Paterson et al. (2013), defined thriving at work as the experience of 

vitality and learning as articulated by Spreitzer et al. (2005). Self-development was 

defined as employees’ ability to locate feedback about their work performance, establish 

goals, engage in activities which develop employees’ knowledge or skills and assess 

progress toward meeting goals (Paterson et al., 2013). Psychological capital combined 

hope, optimism, efficacy, and resiliency in an individual’s appraisal of situations and 

their decision to invest time and energy based on the perceived outcome (Paterson et al., 

2013). Supervisor support climate was defined by the degree of supervisor concern for 

employees, the level of support that the supervisor provided to employees and the 

perceived level of value which supervisors placed on their employees (Paterson et al., 

2013).  

Finally, task focus was defined as an individual phenomenon in which full 

engagement in work tasks occurred, and heedful relating was defined as the effective 

collaboration among group members to accomplish work goals (Paterson et al., 2013). 

The goal of Paterson et al.’s (2013) study was to understand the influence of an 

employee’s psychological capital and the level of support generated by one’s supervisor, 

as well as heedful relating and task focus on thriving in the workplace (Paterson et al., 

2013). Further, Paterson et al. (2013) examined self-development as an outcome of 

thriving in the workplace and analyzed job performance. Paterson et al. (2013) selected a 

sample of 1,115 full-time employed adults from a cross section of firms and working 

environments to complete a survey. Of the sample 600 employed adults fully completed 

the surveys. The survey instrument included questions from the 10-item thriving at work 

survey developed by Porath et al. (2012) along with questions to measure task focus, 
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psychological capital, and work performance. Supervisors of the employees who 

completed the employee survey were contacted to complete a survey to assess employee 

self-development. Of the supervisors contacted, 198 of the supervisors returned fully 

completed surveys.  

Paterson et al. (2013) determined that thriving contributed to an employee’s self-

development at work and that task focus and heedful relating were positively related to 

thriving at work. The researchers also found that both psychological capital and 

supervisor support climate, separately, were significantly related to both heedful relating 

and task focus (Paterson et al., 2013). An indirect effect of supervisor support climate on 

thriving via task focus was supported and the indirect effect of supervisor support climate 

on thriving via heedful relating was not supported. Overall, Paterson et al. (2013) linked 

thriving at work to an important outcome variable, self-development, and refined the 

relationships between thriving and the agentic behaviors of task focus and heedful 

relating. Finally, the researchers tested two new antecedent variables, psychological 

capital and supervisor support environment, and determined they had an indirect effect on 

thriving via task focus and heedful relating.  

These findings provided further evidence that when employees thrive at work, 

they perform at higher levels and positively progress with their self-development and, by 

extension, organizations experience positive outcomes (Paterson et al., 2013). Paterson et 

al. (2013) concluded that “organizations need employees at all levels who are not just 

performing the work that needs to be done today but are also developing into the type of 

employee they will need to be tomorrow” (p. 443).  
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Thriving has been explored in a variety of populations and workplace settings 

such as social services directors in nursing homes (Liu & Bern-Klug, 2013), apprentices 

in vocational placements (Conway & Foskey, 2015), and counselors in college 

counseling centers (Sim et al., 2016). Explorations of thriving in these populations and 

settings reinforced the importance of understanding what makes people thrive in the 

workplace and revealed conditions which supported thriving. Themes which emerged 

across these explorations included relationships at work, accomplishments, and positive 

emotion.  

Based on an interest in employee retention and how the social environment of 

work helped explain thriving, Liu and Bern-Klug (2013) studied thriving in social 

services directors working in nursing homes. Liu and Bern-Klug (2013) asked social 

services directors in nursing homes to reflect on questions about decision-making 

discretion, broad information sharing, climate of trust in the workplace, and task 

characteristics of the role of a nursing home social services director (Liu & Bern-Klug, 

2013). Liu and Bern-Klug (2013) found that 62.8% of the full-time nursing home social 

services directors in the study identified that they felt they were thriving. Job autonomy 

and being treated like an important part of a team contributed to increased thriving. Not 

having enough time to devote to the residents’ psychosocial needs, having to do work 

that others could do, and an unclear understanding of the social service role decreased 

thriving. The two most unique contributors to thriving for nursing home social services 

directors were having enough time to meet the psychosocial needs of residents and being 

treated as part of the team by one’s boss (Liu & Bern-Klug, 2013). Time to accomplish 
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work tasks and the relationship with one’s supervisor supports the inclusion of 

accomplishment and relationships in the PERMA model.  

Experiences of apprentices in Australia were examined to discover what promoted 

thriving at work (Conway & Foskey, 2015). Managers, other employees, vocational 

educators as well as apprentices in Australia were enlisted to participate in semi-

structured interviews. Fourteen participants including eight apprentices, three employers 

and one vocational educational education staff member were interviewed (Conway & 

Foskey, 2015). Relationships at work emerged as a central theme of the interviews 

including relationships with supervisors, other employees, or instructors (Conway & 

Foskey, 2015). Apprentices spoke of the impact of positive relationships in their 

experiences as well as the support and introduction to the occupational community by the 

employers and employees (Conway & Foskey, 2015). Employers spoke of the mentoring 

relationship they developed with apprentices and the supportive work environment they 

attempted to create and sustain. Some apprentices remarked on the impact of their 

enjoyment or the fun in their work on their learning experiences. Work environments 

which were either too busy or did not balance enjoyment and learning were not 

supportive of thriving (Conway & Foskey, 2015). Thriving for these apprentices occurred 

when “apprentices were able to develop positive psychosocial relationships at work and 

in VET [Vocational Education and Training] that they had the opportunity to not only 

survive to the end of their training, but also to thrive in the process of becoming a 

tradesperson” (Conway & Foskey, 2015, p. 346). Positive relationships were a supportive 

component of thriving (Conway & Foskey, 2015) and reinforced the importance of the 

relationship construct in the PERMA model.  
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Thriving, burnout, and coping strategies in early- and late-career counseling 

psychologists at university counseling centers were explored by Sim et al. (2016). 

Fourteen counseling psychologists participated in a semi-structured interview where they 

described an experience in which they felt they were thriving as well as an episode in 

which they were burned out at work (Sim et al., 2016). The participants were also asked 

to reflect on the factors which contributed to experiences of thriving or burnout and how 

they managed their burnout and tactics they employed to increase thriving (Sim et al., 

2016).  

Several overall themes emerged from the interviews. The presence of autonomy 

and control over one’s work life enabled thriving whereas lack of control over one’s work 

life fueled burnout (Sim et al., 2016). Relationship dynamics within a counseling center 

were critical for incoming counselors (Sim et al., 2016). Incoming counselors felt 

supported in an environment where relationships with other counselors were positive and 

lacked contention (Sim et al., 2016). Frequency of communication among counseling 

center staff both supported and enhanced interpersonal connections between the 

counseling center staff, psychologists, and counselors (Sim et al., 2016). Balancing the 

tasks and demands of both clinical and non-clinical work were important in fending off 

burnout and promoting thriving (Sim et al., 2016). Involvement in professional 

associations supported thriving through rejuvenation of counselors’ passions and interests 

in their work (Sim et al., 2016).  

While this study did not measure levels of burnout or thriving with a quantitative 

instrument, Sim et al. (2016) provided support for taking proactive steps to combat 

burnout, increase the likelihood of thriving, and provided support for exploring a variety 
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of coping strategies (Sim et al., 2016). The ability to accomplish work is directly 

dependent on the control one has over their work (Sim et al., 2016). This is supportive of 

the accomplishment construct in the PERMA model. Furthermore, the relationships 

formed in the workplace were supportive of thriving and reinforces the relationship 

construct in the PERMA model.  

Pack (2018) conducted a qualitative study which examined thriving through the 

perceptions of 12 employees within a Fortune 500 Company. Data was collected through 

open-ended interviews and follow-up interviews. From the research Pack (2018) 

identified several factors that influence self-perception of thriving within a Fortune 500 

Company. These factors included: (a) positive connections, (b) support of family, (c) 

supportive co-workers, (d) passion, (e) sense of determination, and (f) time for self and 

others (Pack, 2018). Pack’s (2018) participants identified the concepts of “doing your 

best, having passion, and learning” (p. 80) as the main factors that enabled them to thrive 

in a workplace setting. The researcher also identified the impact a work environment can 

have on employee thriving and concluded that thriving was driven by both individual 

behavior and organization contribution (Pack, 2018). 

Thriving Constructs and Predictors 

Thriving has been researched in different populations and several themes have 

emerged as a part of this research which are related to Seligman’s (2011) model of well-

being. Seligman (2011) presented a PERMA model which included positive emotion, 

engagement, relationships, meaningfulness, and accomplishment as constructs of 

flourishing or thriving. Research presented on each of these constructs highlighted their 

significance and contributions to the experience of thriving. The research articles that 
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follow, provide research which support the conceptual framework for the current study 

and provide connections to the PERMA constructs identified by Seligman (2011). 

Seligman’s (2011) PERMA constructs guided Schreiner in the creation of the Thriving 

Quotient (personal communication, October 11, 2020), which was modified in the current 

study (TQ-SA) to examine thriving in student affairs professionals. 

Positive Emotion Construct (P) 

Positive emotion was the first construct of Seligman’s (2011) theory and referred 

to the pursuit of a pleasant life, or overall happiness. Happiness, like many of the 

elements present in the PERMA, was identified as an element present in all instances of 

flourishing (Seligman, 2011). In the workplace, happiness directly contributed to the 

positive emotion construct. In previous literature, the positive emotion construct was 

equated to positive emotional capacity and the development of a growth mindset. The 

following review of research provides a trend that demonstrates the sustained interest in 

the concept of positive emotion supporting a thriving employee. 

In the 1990s, psychological research tended to focus on the problems, or negative, 

aspects of emotions. Fredrickson (1998) created models around positive emotion and 

development of emotional capacity. In this study, Fredrickson (1998) considered the 

distinct and recognizable emotions of joy, interest, contentment, and love. From this 

study, Fredrickson (1998) developed the Broaden and Build model of positive emotion, 

by which positive emotion broadens one’s thought-action repertoire, but also builds one’s 

personal resources such as intellectual and social resources. The Broaden and Build 

model allowed people to store up resources which they can draw from in later situations 

(Fredrickson, 1998). This created an ever-increasing base of positive emotional 
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resources. This idea of a changing and ever-increasing base of emotional resources 

supported the current study as it indicates an area where intervention might impact the 

thriving of student affairs professionals. Aligning with the positive emotion construct, 

Fredrickson (1998) emphasized how individuals build emotional, intellectual, and social 

capacity to face life and work circumstances when they encounter them. It was anticipated 

that thriving student affairs professionals may find similar positive emotion to support 

thriving. 

Individuals who continued to increase their emotional capacity through the 

Broaden and Build notion would most likely have a growth mindset. Dweck (2006), 

found that mindset was a powerful way to shape goals, attitudes, work, and relationships 

as well as promote success. Dweck (2006) noted two basic mindsets: a fixed mindset 

where talents and abilities are set and must be proved repeatedly, versus a growth 

mindset e which allows for talents and abilities to build over time. “The fixed mindset 

limits achievement” (p. 67) while the “growth mindset lets people use and develop their 

minds fully” (Dweck, 2006, p. 80). Dweck (2006) also suggested that a change of 

mindset can occur at any stage of life reinforcing the malleability of the mindset. Crafting 

a positive outlook and perspective on one’s attitudes, relationships, and goals in life 

carried over into the realm of thriving in the workplace. Aligning with the positive 

emotion construct, Dweck (2006) demonstrates how the malleability of one’s mindset 

such as the student affairs professionals in the current study, impacts thriving. It is 

anticipated that thriving student affairs professionals will demonstrate positive emotion to 

support thriving when being adaptable to the circumstances. 

Han and Stieha (2020) asserted that building growth mindsets is a compatible goal 

for human resource development in organizations. They examined a variety of published 
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empirical investigations of how Dweck’s growth mindset was incorporated into human 

resource development topics (Han & Stieha, 2020). Han and Stieha (2020) used meta-

analysis and isolated a total of 12 research articles based on their selected criteria. From 

their analysis of the articles, Han and Stieha (2020) identified three levels of outcomes of 

a growth mindset: individual, dyadic, and organizational.  

On the individual-level, Han and Stieha (2020) found that growth mindsets 

supported outcomes such as improved task performance, workplace satisfaction and 

increased work engagement. On the other hand, the fixed mindset limited individuals’ 

ability to overcome obstacles and dampened creative and entrepreneurial behaviors (Han 

& Stieha, 2020). On the dyadic-level, interactions between two people, evidence was 

found to support the impact of mindset on the behavior of other people. Growth mindsets 

correlated positively to improved relationships between supervisors and subordinates, 

while fixed mindsets deterred managers from recognizing employee performance 

improvements (Han & Stieha, 2020). 

On the organizational-level, fewer studies were reviewed but those that included 

organization-level, indicated positive impacts on the organization, such as positive 

relationships, effective communication, and increased collaborative efforts when leaders 

and managers possessed a growth mindset (Han & Stieha, 2020). Mindset, specifically 

fostering a growth mindset, formed a positive attitude and propelled investment of effort 

to support thriving in the workplace, while the fixed mindset formed a negative attitude 

which dampened effort as well as thriving in the workplace. Incorporating workplace 

training, professional development workshops, and seminars that provided student affairs 
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professionals with knowledge of growth mindset could assist professionals with 

developing a more positive perspective.  

As it relates to the framework of the current study, Seligman (2011) noted, 

incorporating a positive attitude or emotion, and mindset can provide hope for the future 

as well as impact corresponding elements of thriving. Such that, the ability for student 

affairs professionals to demonstrate their positivity and mindset in their work 

environment across various work relationships supports the positive emotion construct. 

The findings of a more recent study by Han and Stieha (2020) highlight the positive 

relationship between positive emotion and mindset that Seligman mentioned, which were 

applied to student affairs professionals in this study. It is anticipated that the thriving 

student affairs professionals in this study will demonstrate positive emotion to support 

thriving when they demonstrate a positive attitude and a growth mindset.  

Engagement Construct (E) 

Seligman (2011) described the engagement construct as a state of being 

completely absorbed in an activity and used the term “flow” to describe that feeling. As 

discussed earlier, Peterson et al., (2005) found that the pursuit of this engagement is a 

strong predictor of overall thriving. The engagement construct was conceptualized for 

student affairs professionals as engaged workplace learning. Engaged workplace learning 

involved the formal and informal ways in which one learns, barriers to the learning 

process, and how student affairs professionals develop a knowledge base. Engaged 

learning, regardless of the context, is identified as “the channeling of personal energies 

into physical, cognitive, and emotional labors” (Kahn, 1992, p. 322). It occurs through a 

variety of activities or methods that encourage and support the learning process (Kahn, 
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1992). Ultimately, learning activities focus on the individual learner connecting actual 

experiences and knowledge to both individual and workplace organization goals (Park & 

Lee, 2018; Raelin, 1997). These activities, or methods, and the subsequent learning, 

result in the development of professional knowledge and skills that keep employees 

engaged in workplace learning (Lohman, 2005). 

Workplace learning is how employees acquire and develop skills and knowledge 

that are vital for their success in the workplace (Raelin, 1997). This learning occurs in 

many ways, creates meaning in a shared organizational life, and allows employees to 

learn skills to adapt to a changing environment and increase performance (Crouse et al., 

2011; Doyle & Young, 2007; Park & Lee, 2018). Workplace learning is not limited to 

formal educational settings since any environment provides access to developing new 

knowledge and skills. A breakdown of the workplace learning process leads to a lack of 

engagement, and therefore a low level or lack of thriving, in student affairs professionals.  

Just as important to the actual learning are the things that facilitate or prevent 

learning from occurring. Billet (1995) conducted a study that explored workplace 

learning strategies, barriers, and facilitators. Surveys were completed by 143 accountants 

who responded to statements related to learning strategies, barriers and facilitators. 

Participants ranked the statements on a 5-point Likert scale from strongly disagree to 

strongly agree. 

Billet (1995) found the most preferred learning strategies were informal forms of 

learning which included both listening to and observing other employees. These informal 

strategies helped employees conceptualize and approximate tasks, created learning 

pathways for increasingly complex tasks and deeper conceptual knowledge, and helped 
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employees apply the knowledge gained to other work situations (Billett, 1995). 

Oftentimes, employees were not even aware that learning was occurring in these casual 

settings (Billett, 1995). This form of learning, however, was not always positive or 

appropriate for the workplace (Billett, 1995; Crouse et al., 2011). There was value to 

employers combining both formal and informal learning opportunities to engage 

employees (Manuti et al., 2015). This was relevant to the current study as it supports the 

concept that learning must occur in both formal and informal ways to be most effective.  

Both informal and formal learning experiences framed student affairs 

professionals’ engagement with their work which ultimately impacted their thriving. 

Specific to student affairs workplace learning, Lovell and Kosten (2000) conducted a 

meta-analysis of research from 30 years prior and examined what it meant to be a 

successful student affairs professional. To determine the characteristics, including the 

knowledge base, that led to success in student affairs, Lovell and Kosten (2000) 

examined 23 publications. They determined that the best way to increase learning on the 

job was to increase a student affairs professional’s knowledge base (Lovell & Kosten, 

2000). The authors found that a knowledge base comprised of the areas of management, 

administration, human facilitation, student development theory, and higher education was 

key to being a successful student affairs professional (Lovell & Kosten, 2000). Not only 

was possessing the knowledge important but having the ability to identify skill or 

knowledge gaps was also important, especially in changing environments (Lovell & 

Kosten, 2000). Therefore, the ability of student affairs professionals to identify their own 

knowledge gaps and take the initiative to remedy those gaps demonstrates that engaged 

workplace learning is central to this construct.  
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Gaining new knowledge and skills to support workplace goals is important to 

adapt to the changing landscape of the workplace as well as the changing characteristics 

of students. As indicated in the previous research, when employees, especially student 

affairs professionals, are not actively pursuing new knowledge and skills there is a 

likelihood that student affairs professionals are not thriving. 

Relationships Construct (R) 

Seligman (2011) extolled the positive benefits in life of interaction with other 

people. Social connections are the foundation to relationships both in and out of the 

workplace environment. When describing the social connectedness construct for students, 

Schreiner suggested that “thriving students are connected to others on and off campus in 

healthy ways; they have people in their lives who support them, listen to them, and spend 

time with them” (Schreiner, 2010c, p. 4). These elements of social connectedness are also 

important for employees in the workplace. Social connectedness contributes to the sense 

of belonging, getting to know one another and the small actions that people take to get to 

know each other (Eichler, 2016; Rettie, 2003; Visser et al. 2011). These small actions of 

connectedness develop a sense of belonging, make a big difference in the workplace, and 

contribute to overall employee well-being (Eichler, 2016; Visser et al., 2011). Employees 

in the United States have a 90.2% chance of having coworkers, so workplace social 

connectedness is a relevant consideration (Chiaburu & Harrison, 2008). The behaviors of 

both leaders and coworkers as well as spontaneous connections influence the social 

environment in the workplace which can be a key construct to promote thriving in the 

workplace.  
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Supervisor Relationships. For a new employee, a sense of connection with the 

supervisor begins as soon as they are hired and start work. This relationship is important 

in job satisfaction and in how the employee develops and grows within an organization. 

Researchers who focused on supervision in student affairs specifically (Tull, 2006; 

Winston & Creamer, 1998) found that the introduction of a synergistic supervision model 

was connected to higher levels of job satisfaction as well as emphasizing the importance 

of the connection between employees and their supervisors.  

Winston and Creamer (1998) presented the concept of synergistic supervision, 

specifically in student affairs, to bolster supervision approaches which fostered a sense of 

community through respect and communication while accomplishing institutional and 

unit goals. Winston and Creamer (1998) described synergistic supervision as a holistic 

approach to staff supervision, adding that, while each area may not require the same level 

of attention continuously, synergistic supervision “focuses on four areas of competence: 

knowledge, work-related skills, personal and professional skills, and attitudes. Each of 

these areas requires ongoing, although not necessarily equal, attention” (Winston & 

Creamer, 1998, p. 30). They elaborated that synergistic supervision was focused on 

“promoting the personal and professional development of staff members” (Winston & 

Creamer, 1998, p. 30) since staff members “have a legitimate expectation that the 

institution will show concern for their welfare and provide the support needed for a 

nourishing work environment and career advancement” (Winston & Creamer, 1998, p. 

30).  

Winston and Creamer (1998) posited that supervision should be a process 

provided by the institution to develop staff members as opposed to a source of discipline 
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for unsatisfactory employee performance. For synergistic supervision to be effective, 

Winston and Creamer (1998) stated that both supervisor and employee must invest time 

and energy into the relationship; a one-sided relationship will not yield success. Of note, 

Winston and Creamer (1998) observed that a synergistic relationship between supervisor 

and the staff member supported the premise that “[s]taff members who have sufficient 

evidence that their supervisor wants them to be successful are much more likely to accept 

constructive criticism and to be willing to take corrective steps” (Winston & Creamer, 

1998, p. 32). Winston and Creamer (1998) noted that the initial step to combine 

professional development and synergistic supervision was a trusting and open 

relationship between the supervisor and staff member. The research of Winston and 

Creamer (1998) specifically demonstrate how valuable supervision relationships are to 

employee thriving. For this study, it was predicted that student affairs professionals who 

sought synergistic supervision would achieve greater levels within the relationship 

construct and therefore would be more likely to thrive. 

Supporting the synergistic supervision model advanced by Winston and Creamer 

(1998), Tull (2006) provided insight into the impact of synergistic supervision and job 

satisfaction on intention to turnover. Tull (2006) examined the relationship of synergistic 

supervision, defined as a “holistic approach to supervision” (p. 466), to job satisfaction 

and argued that the quality of supervision, especially in the early years of student affairs 

professionals’ careers, reduced turnover intention. Tull (2006) focused on student affairs 

professionals with less than five years of experience in the field of student affairs by 

surveying 435 student affairs professionals that examined the relationship between 

synergistic supervision to turnover and job satisfaction.  
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Tull (2006) found that the relationship between synergistic supervision and job 

satisfaction was significant. Employees who had good relationships with their supervisors 

were more satisfied in their day-to-day work in the field of student affairs (Tull, 2006). 

The significance of the interpersonal relationship between the student affairs professional 

and supervisor highlights the “sense of belonging and validation” found within the social 

connectedness construct. The relationship between employee and supervisor is one that 

has lasting effects on an employee’s retention, or in theory, thriving. Continued 

development of this relationship is important in understanding to the connection of the 

relationship construct since the supervisor directly helps develop an employee by 

approaching supervision from a holistic and person-centered focus. However, it is not 

only relationships with a supervisor that is meaningful in the workplace, connections with 

peers were also found to be significant. 

Co-Worker or Peer Relationships. Peers and co-workers are important in 

supporting employee connections within the relationship construct. Chiaburu and 

Harrison (2008) conducted a meta-analysis on 161 independent samples composed of 

77,954 employees linking coworker support and coworker antagonism to employee 

outcomes of role perceptions, work attitudes, withdrawal, interpersonal effectiveness, and 

organizational effectiveness. Chiaburu and Harrison (2008) found that coworker support 

was directly related to these role perceptions. In jobs that required a higher degree of 

social interaction, coworkers mattered and affected the settings for such jobs (Chiaburu & 

Harrison, 2008). Chiaburu and Harrison (2008) found that “coworkers matter—making 

the place” (p. 1097).  
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One practical implication found in Chiaburu and Harrison’s (2008) finding was 

that often interventions were more effective at the co-worker level rather than from the 

leader because of the strong social connections that occurred between co-workers. This 

research specifically demonstrates how valuable peer-to-peer relationships are to 

employees thriving. For the current study, we anticipated that student affairs 

professionals would seek synergy and positive interactions with peers to demonstrate 

higher levels within the relationship construct to achieve a higher level of thriving. 

Employee retention was an outcome supported by strong relationships in the 

workplace. Feeley et al., (2008) explored how social networks might have influenced 

employee retention and turnover. Social networks were identified as interconnected 

individuals who were associated in patterned streams of communication (Feeley et al., 

2008). They hypothesized that employees in the center of a friendship network were less 

likely to turnover than employees who were in a peer network (Feeley et al., 2008). 

Further, the degree of closeness of the employees within the friendship networks deterred 

turnover (Feeley et al., 2008). 

The sample of 40 employees was drawn from a fast-food restaurant located in a 

suburb of a large city. The employees completed a survey composed of demographic 

questions as well as questions about their job satisfaction, closeness to other employees 

and the amount of time spent with other employees and the reported relational closeness 

with employees (Feeley et al., 2008). Three months following the administration of the 

survey, the manager of the restaurant verified turnover of employees. Feeley et al. (2008) 

found that the employees who were active in their friendship networks at work were more 

likely to be retained as employees. Further, the number of friends was more important 
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than the closeness of the friendships (Feeley et al., 2008) which supported the 

observation that coping resources available, based on number of friends, was important in 

a dynamic workplace. Feeley et al.’s (2008) research demonstrated how peer 

relationships extend beyond workplace relationships to personal friendships. For the 

current study, it is anticipated that that student affairs professionals will have significant 

friendship relationships amidst their workplace relationships which contribute to their 

level of thriving. 

Supervisor, peer, and friendship connections are examples of positive support 

networks in the workplace and further demonstrate how social connections in the 

workplace evolve. While it is true that not all employees develop friendships at work, the 

connections to peers, co-workers, and supervisors provides a connection in the 

workplace. These connections often enhance the potential for success in the workplace 

and support an environment in which employees may thrive. As such, student affairs 

professionals who have positive peer, supervisor, and friendship relationships are more 

likely to achieve a higher sense of thriving. The value of varying professional and 

personal relationships was noted by prior research and guides the conceptual framework 

for this study. The current study’s researchers believe that if student affairs professionals 

have an environment that fosters teamwork and generates opportunities for forming 

relationships through social connections, that student affairs professionals will experience 

higher levels of thriving. 

Meaning Construct (M) 

Meaning was defined by Seligman (2011) as “belonging to and serving something 

that you believe is bigger than the self” (p. 17). This construct contributes to an 
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individuals’ well-being, is pursued for its own sake, and is measurable (Seligman, 2011). 

Isolating the construct of meaning to the workplace environment, it is apparent that 

people often find meaningfulness in their work (Steger et al., 2012). Meaningful work has 

been explored by researchers asking questions such as what is meaningful work, how do 

we measure it, and why is meaningful work to individuals and organizations?  

According to Steger and colleagues (2012), when employees found 

meaningfulness in their work, organizations found qualities of those employees desirable 

and supported organizational outcomes (Steger et al., 2012).  

Steger et al. (2012) explored various research studies on meaningful work and 

concluded that there was a lack of information about the experiential dimensions of 

meaningful work as well as a lack of an instrument that measures meaningful work. 

Steger et al. (2012) set out to remedy this and argued that three facets characterized the 

umbrella concept of meaningful work. These three facets were (a) positive meaning 

attached to work, (b) the contribution of work to making meaning, and (c) motivation to 

contribute to a greater good (Steger et al., 2012). It was further argued that these facets 

supported the overarching concept that meaningful work was characterized and 

distinguished by positive and significant experiences at work which contributed to a 

purpose-oriented sense of fulfillment in one’s life (Steger et al., 2012). 

To examine these three facets, Steger et al. (2012) recruited employees from a 

research university to complete a battery of 40 questions from 11 established instruments. 

Based on the results of the separate instruments which Steger et al. (2012) mapped onto 

their three hypothesized facets, they tested the structural model through both exploratory 

and confirmatory factor analyses. The resulting 10 question Work as Meaning Inventory 
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(WAMI) provided support for the hypothesis that desirable work variables including 

career commitment, intrinsic work motivations and organizational commitment were 

positively correlated with meaningful work (Steger et al., 2012). 

Meaningful work was also found to be negatively correlated with absenteeism and 

withdrawal intentions (Steger et al., 2012). A positive relationship between well-being 

and meaningful work was found indicating that those who found their work meaningful 

were likely to score high on well-being measures in the instrument. A negative 

relationship between meaningful work and psychological distress was found indicating 

that those who found their work meaningful were less likely to exhibit hostility and 

depression (Steger et al., 2012). While Steger et al. (2012) developed an instrument tied 

to theoretically based facets of meaningful work, the dialogue among researchers 

continued about the ambiguity of what meaningful work was and the best way to measure 

the concept of meaningful work.  

Bailey and Madden (2016) interviewed 135 people who worked in 10 different 

occupations to find out how they described moments when they found their work 

meaningful as well as times when they were not sure there was meaning in their work. 

Distinct from work engagement and commitment, Bailey and Madden (2016) found 

meaningfulness was individualized and deeply personal. When the interviewees spoke of 

meaningfulness in their work, there was a passion and personal connection to significant 

events which were completely unexpected and not routine (Bailey & Madden, 2016). 

Meaningful work was not attributed to the quality of leadership or management styles. 

Regardless of occupation, meaningful work was connected to sense of achievement in 

their work and pride in their accomplishments. 
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In exploring how and why people found their work meaningful, Bailey and 

Madden (2016) identified five qualities of meaningful work; meaningful work was self-

transcendent, poignant, episodic, reflective, and personal. When speaking of meaningful 

work, interviewees felt their work was meaningful when their work meant more to others 

than themselves. For example, when faculty members saw their students graduate from 

college or when a community organizer helped others accomplish a common goal (Bailey 

& Madden, 2016). These were examples of the self-transcendent quality of meaningful 

work. In describing meaningful work, interviewees also described situations when in 

adverse conditions they still found meaning. Nurses, for example, when working with 

hospice patients and their families had meaningful work experiences despite the adversity 

inherent to such work (Bailey & Madden, 2016).  

Meaningful work experiences were episodic in nature and inconsistent. Brief 

moments of accomplishment and meaning were the situations related by interviewees 

which carried high levels of personal relevance and emotion (Bailey & Madden, 2016). 

Meaningful work was realized after reflection on the situation rather than being realized 

at the exact moment it was happening. After stopping to inspect their work on a street, 

garbage collectors reflected that their work was meaningful since they contributed to a 

cleaner city for everyone (Bailey & Madden, 2016). Meaningful work was also described 

as very personal in nature. It was a meaningful experience for a musician’s parent to 

attend performance for the first time and a lawyer felt her work was meaningful when 

family and friends recommended her services to others (Bailey & Madden, 2016). This 

personal contextualization of meaningful work was amplified when there was also a 
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sense that a job had been performed well and was appreciated by others (Bailey & 

Madden, 2016). 

Participants were also asked to reflect on the factors which created 

meaninglessness in work. Bailey and Madden (2016) discovered that interviewees found 

their work meaningless when there was a tension between their values and the values of 

the organization. Examples included a company which only focused on the financial 

bottom line while neglecting other considerations for employees (Bailey & Madden, 

2016). When taken for granted or their work was not appreciated, employees felt their 

work was meaningless (Bailey & Madden, 2016). Work tasks which were perceived as 

pointless by employees created a feeling of meaningless work. When employees were 

treated unfairly, felt their judgement was questioned, or felt their physical or emotional 

security was at risk, they also felt their work was meaningless (Bailey & Madden, 2016). 

Finally, when employees felt disconnected from supportive relationships, they felt their 

work was meaningless. These factors which destroyed the potential for meaningful work 

were fully controlled by managers or company leaders (Bailey & Madden, 2016). These 

same leaders were not cultivators of meaningful work, but they were fully in control of 

circumstances which sometimes deterred employees from experiencing meaningful work. 

When work was meaningful for employees, there were positive effects on individual 

employees as well as positive contributions to organizational outcomes.  

Meaningful work for employees supported increased work performance as Van 

Wingerden and Van Der Stoep (2018) discovered. They hypothesized that meaningful 

work was positively related to an employee’s performance (Van Wingerden & Van Der 

Stoep, 2018). This relationship was moderated by strengths use and work engagement. 
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Meaningful work was defined as work which was significant and was positively 

meaningful for an individual (Van Wingerden & Van Der Stoep, 2018). Strengths was 

defined as an ability to feel, reason and act in ways which increases performance in the 

workplace and work engagement was defined as a state in which the individual is 

dedicated to, involved in, and absorbed by their work (Van Wingerden & Van Der Stoep, 

2018). When work was perceived as meaningful by employees, those employees were 

more engaged and used their strengths and a higher level of work performance was the 

outcome.  

Van Wingerden and Van Der Stoep (2018) identified a sample of 459 

professionals of which 85% were male, the average age was 42 years and 84% had 

achieved a university education in technology or had completed higher vocational 

training (Van Wingerden & Van Der Stoep, 2018). To measure the meaningful work 

construct, a subscale of the Work and Meaning Inventory (WAMI) was used (Steger et 

al., 2012). Strength’s use was measured using items from the Strengths Use Scale 

(Keenan & Mostert, 2013) and work engagement was measured with questions from the 

Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (Schaufeli et al., 2006). Work performance was 

measured using the In-role Performance scale (Williams & Anderson, 1991).  

Meaningful work found to positively predict work engagement and strengths use 

while strengths use was also related to work engagement as well as in-role performance. 

Work engagement also predicted in-role performance (Van Wingerden & Van Der Stoep, 

2018). These findings support the proposed model path that meaningful work increases 

the likelihood of strengths use which influences work engagement, and, ultimately, 

individual performance. The findings support an additional pathway demonstrating 
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meaningful work influences work engagement directly, which in turn influences 

individual performance (Van Wingerden & Van Der Stoep, 2018).  

The meaning construct is supported by prior research as being a construct which 

is connected to thriving in student affairs professionals because it signals the level of 

immersion and service to the organization. When student affairs professionals are 

supported in finding meaning in their work with students, faculty, staff, or the field; it is 

assumed that their propensity to thrive will be higher.  

Accomplishments Construct (A) 

Seligman (2011) suggested that people found both meaning and positive joy in 

their accomplishments, but also suggested that even when there is no meaning or joy in 

those accomplishments, people still found purpose and pride in those accomplishments. 

According to Seligman (2011) accomplishment is achieving something for its own sake. 

A sense of accomplishment is thought to be a construct which supports thriving or 

flourishing in the work environment since employees are accomplishing tasks and 

experiencing successes at work.  

Building on Seligman’s (2011) research of the PERMA constructs, in researching 

accomplishment as it relates to flourishing, Kaplan and Maehr (1999) examined the role 

achievement goals play in student well-being. Their research highlighted the importance 

of building goals through specific measures and outlined tasks to accomplish those goals. 

Kaplan and Maehr (1999) found that students with clear goal-oriented tasks were less 

prone to disorderly behavior and had decreased well-being concerns. Kaplan and Maehr 

(1999) survey participants: 
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consisted of 168 students of which 91 were girls (54.2%) and 77 were boys 

(45.8%). All participants were in the sixth grade and in their first year after a 

transition to middle school. Of the total, 91 of the students (54.2%) were Euro-

Americans, 66 (39.3%) were African Americans, and 11 (6.5%) were of other 

ethnic backgrounds. (p. 336)  

Kaplan and Maehr (1999) concluded, “that perceived school emphasis on task goals and 

personal task goals related to a positive pattern of student well-being, whereas perceived 

emphasis on ego goals and personal ego goals will be related to a negative pattern of 

student well-being" (p. 335). This study supports the importance of achievement as one 

of Seligman’s (2011) PERMA constructs which accomplishment impact one’s well-being 

and thriving level. 

Related to accomplishment as seen in Seligman’s (2011) PERMA, is the idea of 

achievement and what motivates an individual to achieve at different levels. Hassanzadeh 

and Mahdinejad (2013) explored the relationship between happiness, motivation, and 

achievement. They contended that “happiness has a critical and important role in 

motivation of students” (Hassanzadeh & Mahdinejad, 2013, p. 58). The researchers 

surveyed university students in Iran to understand how happiness relates to achievement 

motivation with the goal of developing strategies that increase happiness, and therefore, 

motivation of this sample population. They were specifically interested in determining if 

there were gender differences in this relationship.  

Hassanzadeh and Mahdinejad (2013) administered existing happiness and 

achievement surveys to 50 university students, including 25 males and 25 females. They 

found that there was a relationship between happiness and achievement motivation for 
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this population and concluded that “motivation helps people to be successful and happy” 

(p. 62). They further found that there were no gender differences, meaning that male and 

female students had a similar relationship between happiness and achievement 

motivation. This supports Seligman’s (2011) theory that accomplishments, or 

achievements, are tied to an emotional level of feeling joy or finding meaning in the task. 

The sense of accomplishment established from finding or building these 

achievements aligns with the accomplishment construct and supports thriving in student 

affairs professionals. The prior research on the accomplishment construct supports 

thriving for student affairs professionals by demonstrating the strength and interaction 

found between meaning and achievement. The accomplishment construct supports 

thriving in student affairs professionals because it signals the level of growth, tenacity, 

and achievement which could support student affairs professionals’ thriving level as they 

navigate the higher education workplace.  

Predictors of Thriving 

Where the PERMA constructs were defined by Seligman (2011) as contributing 

to a holistic framework of thriving; predictors were additional measures that have been 

found to also impact thriving (L. Schreiner, personal communication, October 11, 2020). 

The researchers in this research study, included Schreiner’s predictors of thriving in 

student affairs professionals which include (a) psychological sense of community, (b) 

spirituality, (c) institutional integrity, and (d) commitment to staff welfare. Existing 

literature supports the conceptual framework for the current study by providing 

connections to these predictors of thriving suggested by Schreiner (personal 
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communication, October 11, 2020), who has examined thriving in faculty and 

administrators in higher education. 

Psychological Sense of Community Predictor. A psychological sense of 

community is described as a predictor of thriving which consists of membership, 

relationships, and partnerships within that community as well as understanding the 

“symbols, signs and rituals” along with “a sense of belonging and validation” (Schreiner, 

2016). The psychological sense of community predictor differs from the relationship 

construct previously discussed in that social connectedness within the relationships 

construct refers to the immediate connections with colleagues, supervisors, peers, and 

friends with which one most closely works. The sense of community predictor applies to 

a broader sense of belonging and a connectivity with the institution.  

For student affairs professionals, a sense of community is established when an 

employee feels a sense of membership in the community, that their job fills an important 

need for the organization and there is a connection to the institution (Boyd & Nowell, 

2017). A sense of community is not only a valuable part of the work environment for 

student affairs professionals, but it is also a key function of the work that student affairs 

professionals create at institutions for their students. “Student affairs professionals have 

not only been community builders but also group workers” (Taub, 1998, p. 416). Taub 

(1998) noted that community building occurs through outreach, teaching, training, and 

consultation. Schreiner (2010c) and Taub (1998) both referenced the Social Change 

Model, indicating the important role that student affairs professionals play in the 

development of students and creating successful experiences that are impactful. 

Paralleling how a positive sense of community allows students to thrive, student affairs 
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professionals benefit from a sense of community which helps to foster thriving in their 

work.  

The connection a student affairs professional has to the community and the 

institution is seen when employee opinions are trusted, work is valued and included or 

sought at various levels of the institution, and collegiality extended beyond immediate 

offices or functions. Burkard et al. (2005) examined 104 student affairs professionals in 

mid- and senior-level roles who were NASPA members regarding their perceptions of 

positions, responsibilities, competencies, and theories for professional practice of new 

student affairs professionals. Participants had an average age of 40 years old, 65 

participants were women while 39 were men, and participants had worked in student 

affairs an average of 15 years (2-37 years) with 5 years in their current role (Burkard et 

al., 2005). Participants answered a series of questions about entry-level positions, 

responsibilities that aligned with those positions, the skills necessary to be successful, and 

theoretical foundations that were important. The survey process was repeated two more 

times, each time narrowing and clustering the responses to form consensus on the specific 

theories, competencies, and knowledge base that were important for an entry-level 

professional in student affairs (Burkard et al., 2005). This study supports the current 

study as opportunities for mentoring and support around the basic theories, competencies, 

and knowledge that are deemed as essential for the specific community contribute to the 

sense of community predictor of thriving.  

As student affairs professionals enter the profession or a new role, the institutional 

work environment is created by the organization and colleagues in the work environment 

establish the sense of community. In the same sense, a strong collegial campus 
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community for student affairs professionals could impact thriving. Based on their 

professional experience, the researchers of the current study believe, if established early a 

strong sense of community could positively impact employee retention, institutional 

commitment, optimal performance and level of thriving.  

Spirituality Predictor. Moon et al. (2020) defined spirituality as the basic feeling 

that connects employees with a higher power. Research on spirituality in the workplace is 

new and does not appear to have yet expanded to application in the workplace for student 

affairs professionals. As a result, in this literature review the focus is on how spirituality 

impacts individual thriving. Exploring how spirituality contributes to thriving for student 

affairs professionals could further support thriving in the workplace setting. Prior 

research supports the concept of spirituality’s contribution to thriving and is included in 

this study. 

McEntee et al. (2013) asserted that the dimension of spirituality is vacant from the 

previous models of thriving and explored the relationship that spirituality had with 

positivity, positive psychological, and social functioning. They also explored spirituality 

as a variable in the overall construct of thriving and the relationship between spirituality 

and altruism, which is the act of doing something for no benefit to the person doing the 

act (McEntee et al., 2013). The 167 participants (56 men and 111 women) represented a 

variety of Christian and non-Christian faiths, were mostly Caucasian (78%) and recruited 

through networks of friends, students, churches, colleagues, and other communities 

(McEntee et al., 2013). The participants in this study completed a survey either online via 

PsychData or through a paper survey. McEntee et al.’s (2013) results substantiated an 

expanded model of thriving that included spirituality. McEntee et al. (2013) specifically 
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found a close relationship between spirituality, positivity, psychological and social well-

being, and social functioning at a societal level. One important result was the predictive 

relationship spirituality had to altruism, which was seen as the one of the highest ordered 

motivational states in that it focuses on increasing the welfare for another with no reward 

for that action (McEntee et al., 2013). While discussing or considering spirituality in a 

holistic flourishing model could be uncomfortable for some, McEntee et al.’s (2013) 

research supports the importance of spiritually as a predictor to overall thriving.  

Dirkx (2013) examined workplace spirituality in the early 2010s, after a period of 

economic decline in the United States when employers focused their concerns on 

maximizing productivity and efficiency. Innovative technologies allowed workers to do 

more with less. Dirkx (2013) argued that this created a situation that demoralized workers 

and led to lower job satisfaction and higher stress. Dirkx (2013) suggested that employers 

needed to consider the spirituality of work to help workers find the meaning and purpose 

that work brings. Dirkx (2013) explored the employee learning process that more deeply 

engaged the employee’s relationship with work by conducting a thorough literature 

review on existing research at that time. The spirituality of work literature that Dirkx 

(2013) reviewed indicated that learning was meaningful when it connected the skills 

needed for one’s job to the needs of the broader community.  

Researchers continued to explore the relationship of spirituality in the workplace 

and how it affected employee engagement. Roof (2015) set out to further explore the 

spirituality-engagement relationship in the workplace. Roof (2015) conducted an 

extensive literature review on the topic of employee engagement, and explored the 

dimensions of vigor, dedication, and absorption. Vigor was defined as “high energy, 
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resilience, persistence, and the willingness to exert extra effort” (Roof, 2015, p. 587). 

Dedication was defined as “enthusiasm, a sense of purpose, inspiration, and pride” (Roof, 

2015, p. 587), and absorption was defined as concentration or a sense of being engrossed. 

This absorption was like the construct of engagement, or flow, as articulated by Seligman 

(2011). Roof (2015) stated that spirituality was the experience that defined one’s 

existence and helped one shape their meaning in life, but it did not need to either include 

or exclude religion. Roof (2015) found that spirituality was not significantly related to 

absorption. However, there was a significant relationship of spirituality with the 

dimensions of engagement, vigor, and dedication. Roof's (2015) findings are important to 

the workplace as they suggest that organizations have the responsibility to consider 

employee spirituality as a means by which engagement, vigor, and dedication are 

influenced. This study indicated that spirituality has a positive relationship with 

engagement at work and supports the hypothesis of the current study that spirituality 

predicts thriving. 

The research by Moon et al. (2020) further explored the impact of spirituality 

within the workplace. Moon et al. (2020) examined how spirituality affected one’s job 

performance and, specifically, the enhancement to one’s job performance because of their 

spirituality. Moon et al. (2020) based their research on Schaufeli and Bakker’s (2004) Job 

Demands-Resources model, which found that engagement and job resources drove the 

motivational process of employees. Moon et al. (2020) suggested that employees’ 

spirituality was one of the driving forces of engagement in the Job Demands-Resources 

model. They contended that “spirituality in the workplace plays a major role in providing 

a new lens through which employees assign meaning to day-to-day work experiences” 
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(Moon et al., 2020, p. 1620). Moon et al. (2020) surveyed 306 employees and their 

corresponding supervisors in a variety of South Korean organizations. The employees 

were asked questions related to spirituality, intrinsic motivation, and job crafting. Job 

crafting was the process by which employees made physical and cognitive changes in 

their work. The corresponding supervisors were then surveyed to report on the 

employee’s job performance.  

Moon et al. (2020) found that job crafting mediated “the positive relationship 

between employees’ spirituality and their job performance” (p. 1627). This research 

emphasizes the role that spirituality plays in motivation and directly impacts job 

performance. Moon et al. (2020) suggested that incorporating a spirituality index could 

be useful in the recruitment and selection process of employees as it could indicate a 

deeper sense of meaning and purpose. One limitation of this study was the focus on one 

culture and Moon et al. (2020) stressed that results could vary in difficult cultures that 

have higher or lower norms for spirituality. Moon et al.’s (2020) results support the 

current study as they showed that spirituality has a positive impact on job performance, 

motivation and thriving.  

Institutional Integrity Predictor. Seligman (2011) describes individual integrity 

as how one represents individual intentions and commitments in a genuine way based on 

beliefs and truthfulness. Institutional integrity represents characteristics on an 

organizational level and is evident in how an institution conducted itself. For colleges and 

universities, institutional integrity “rests on how we treat our students, our colleagues, our 

staff, our board, and the parents of our students” (Barr, 1987, p. 2). Institutional integrity 

is expressed in the practices, procedures and policies plus is present in “every aspect of 
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our daily functioning as an institution of higher education” (Barr, 1987, p. 2). 

Institutional integrity impacts all who are constituents of higher education institutions and 

most presently, student affairs professionals. When there is a congruence between 

institutional integrity and individual expectations, there is a connection formed and 

reinforced which supports thriving. If there is conflict between institutional integrity and 

individual expectations, there is a likelihood that an individual may not thrive in that 

institution. This is particularly true for students and employees of higher education 

institutions.  

Institutional integrity is a consideration when students are exploring their college 

options as well as during their time as students in college. Ash and Schreiner (2016) 

remarked that the consistency of staff and faculty behaviors in relation to the institutional 

mission impacts a student’s belief that “the institution was accurately portrayed during 

the admissions process, and when their expectations have been met or exceeded, they 

believed that the institution had acted with integrity, that it had delivered on its promises” 

(p. 49). In short, the experiences that students have at their college or university 

determine how they perceive the university met their expectations and upholds 

commitments to the students. The same was thought to be true for student affairs 

professionals in higher education institutions. When an institution met the expectations of 

student affairs professionals then the institution was perceived as acting with integrity 

which established a relationship of trust and pride in working at that institution propelling 

staff to thrive or flourish. An ethical work environment could be identified as a 

distinguishing factor of institutional integrity.  
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Institutional integrity can also be seen in how professional reasoning skills and 

conduct support the ethical behavior of employees. Reybold et al. (2008) explored ethical 

behavior in a higher education student affairs workplace. Reybold et al. (2008) wanted to 

learn how professional ethics are defined, how student affairs professionals are prepared 

for using the complex problem-solving skills necessary in the workplace, and how ethical 

decisions were made and justified. They also wanted to determine the extent to which 

student affairs professionals adhered to their ethical principles and standards, also known 

as ethicality (Reybold et al., 2008). Reybold et al. (2008) conducted in-depth interviews 

of 12 student affairs professionals, half of whom served at an associate vice chancellor 

level and the other half at a director level. Participants were asked about their definition 

of professional ethics, how professional codes were developed, and how ethical decisions 

were made. Participants were also asked their perceptions of how factors related to the 

institution and department influenced their reasoning (Reybold et al., 2008).  

Most of the interview participants saw professional ethics as “doing the right 

thing” and did not distinguish personal or religious values from professional ethics 

(Reybold et al., 2008). Reybold et al. (2008) indicated that while personal characteristics 

and values influenced the process, they did not solely guide ethical reasoning and actions 

in the complex environment of higher education. Student affairs professionals benefited 

from ethical modeling and relational leadership from colleagues, supervisors, and 

administrators that helped to create and sustain ethical work environments for student 

affairs (Reybold et al., 2008). Reybold et al. (2008) concluded that an increased 

awareness and development of professional ethics would benefit higher education 

institutions and should be in the form of ethics education to all professionals to “engage 
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more fully in the development and maintenance of ethical decision making across their 

campuses” (Reybold et al., 2008, p. 122). An overall emphasis on ethics and ensuring all 

employees are making professional decisions in accordance with institutional values 

supported the institutional integrity as a predictor of thriving. Consistency and role-

modeling are instrumental to establishing institutional integrity for student affairs 

professionals. Institutional integrity is a supportive predictor of thriving when employees 

feel like their institution behaves in an ethical way at all levels. 

Ahmed et al. (2018) explored the connection between organizational virtuousness 

and employee performance. Organizational virtuousness was defined as an environment 

in which trust, forgiveness, integrity, and humanity were present and supported by an 

institution (Ahmed et al., 2018). Work engagement was defined as the emotional and 

psychological attachment to an organization and affective well-being was defined as the 

balance of employees’ positive and negative emotions and moods, which some also call 

happiness (Ahmed et al., 2018). A survey was used to examine the relationship between 

the organizational virtuousness, engagement, and well-being. The sample was selected 

using a multi-stage sampling technique which resulted in 487 bankers participating in the 

survey (Ahmed et al., 2018). The survey questions were selected from established 

instruments and aligned with the study variables.  

After analyzing the results from the survey, Ahmed et al. (2018) determined that 

organizational virtuousness positively and significantly predicted the extent to which 

employees were psychologically and emotionally attached to the organization. 

Employees were more attached to the organization when they perceived the organization 

as an environment in which trust, integrity, and humanity were present. Additionally, it 
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was determined that organizational virtuousness also predicted well-being, or happiness, 

and performance (Ahmed et al., 2018). When organizations provided employees with an 

environment of trust and integrity, employees reacted to that environment favorably 

through their performance and engagement with the organization. Ahmed et al. (2018) 

reinforced the importance of perceived institutional integrity, or organizational 

virtuousness and organization responses to tough situations. For employees, finding the 

right fit at an organization is a critical aspect that influences one’s ongoing commitment 

to the organization, the energy, which is invested, and the positive benefits accrued to 

both the employee and organization. Feeling connected to an institution that aligns with 

one’s personal beliefs, goals, and hopes directly influences one’s level of thriving.  

Commitment to Staff Welfare Predictor. As employees devote significant 

portions of their daily lives within workplaces, employer support plays a vital role in staff 

well-being and commitment. According to a Center for Disease Control study on 

workplace health in America (2018), almost half of workplaces in the United States offer 

health and wellness programs. Additional benefits such as these are seen by many as 

organization sponsored employee supports which promote a staff welfare. Commitment 

to staff welfare could be summarized as when an employee feels supported by their 

organization. Employee support could be demonstrated in various ways including health 

and wellness programs, work environment, professional development, compensation, and 

benefits packages. Rhoades and Eisenberger (2002) noted, “employees with high 

perceived organizational support find their job more pleasurable, are in a better mood at 

work, and suffer fewer strain symptoms, such as fatigue or burnout” (p. 87).  
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Employers have increasingly recognized the value of employees in meeting the 

mission and goals of the organization. Employers have begun looking at what factors 

keep employees happy and feel supported, especially related to staff welfare. Teti and 

Andriotto (2013) examined how attention to staff welfare efforts, called “welfare 

schemes” in their study (p. 3234), impacted staff satisfaction. Teti and Andriotto (2013) 

distributed a questionnaire to the entire workforce of a large Italian company, which 

resulted in 4,210 responses. The survey included questions on how important various 

welfare schemes were to the employee. The welfare schemes consisted of roughly 80 

benefits and services but those could be broken down into six categories: benefits, 

assurances (policies), services (laundry, banking), welfare (childcare, summer camps), 

promotional agreements (wellness facilities, restaurants), and technology. Teti and 

Andriotto (2013) concluded the items that improved an employee’s satisfaction required 

a limited cost and the items that were more expensive did not appear to influence 

satisfaction as much. Teti and Andriotto (2013) pointed out the limitations of this study 

on one organization but suggested that other organizations examine what attention to staff 

welfare efforts would best improve job satisfaction locally. This finding supported the 

current study in that organizational attention to staff welfare might influence or predict 

thriving.  

Within the context of higher education, the work environment could cause staff to 

consider their commitment to an institution. Marshall et al. (2016) found that 

unsupportive work environments that included demanding hours, environments, and 

workload contributed to student affairs departing the field as a result of burnout. The very 

nature of student affairs work makes the professionals within the field more prone to the 
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dangers of burnout. Preventing burnout is relevant as a commitment to staff welfare, 

since it emphasizes the need for employees to experience positive professional 

performance and see the institution as a good fit professionally. In their study of well-

being in higher education professionals, Du Plessis et al. (2016) discovered that the more 

an organization provided support to the well-being of their staff, the harder staff worked 

and had increased levels of motivation. As these professionals have greater risk for 

burnout due to their positions, employees could pay special attention to these risks and 

ensure that supportive working environments. 

Prior research provides a strong connection between employees feeling a 

commitment to staff welfare from the institution and decision-makers in the workplace. 

The potential for student affairs professionals to have received adequate training, 

welcomed and supported in their unique diverse identities, to have created equitable and 

inclusive environments for their colleagues and students could impact thriving. When a 

student affairs professional is thriving, they are more likely to feel supported as 

professionals by their workplace, thus supporting the connection of commitment to staff 

welfare as a predictor of thriving level.  

Student Affairs Professionals 

This current study focuses on student affairs professionals who fulfill a variety of 

functions and responsibilities in higher education. As suggested in prior sections of this 

chapter, job responsibilities and the workplace environment either support or inhibit 

student affairs professionals’ ability to thrive. In addition to the PERMA constructs and 

Schreiner’s predictors of thriving, it is important to include other individual factors which 

may also impact thriving in student affairs professions such as demographic 
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characteristics and specific functional area. A brief review of relevant literature 

connected to the demographic characteristics of student affairs professionals as well as 

the functional areas where student affairs professionals work is provided in this section. 

As the needs of students and higher education institutions have evolved 

throughout history, so have the roles which student affairs professionals perform to 

respond to these changing dynamics. Student affairs professionals are responsible for 

serving students successfully, representing the institution, and promoting its mission and 

values. Long (2012) argued that student affairs professionals are essential for assuring 

that a campus is committed to serving as “a role model of fairness and inclusion for all 

people,” (p. 9) adding “staff are encouraged to recognize and be prepared to remedy 

inequality within the campus and surrounding community” (p. 9). Generations of students 

have changed, and student affairs professionals have changed as well. Long (2012) 

indicated that a successful student affairs employee must “develop a sophisticated range 

of multicultural competencies” (p. 10). Pope and Reynolds (1997) added that awareness 

of multicultural competencies is not enough; these competencies must be interwoven into 

the day-to-day practices of student affairs professionals to create diverse and welcoming 

places of learning. Pope and Reynolds (1997) used the example of utilizing one’s helping 

and communication skills to understand the communication styles between men and 

women. 

To further illustrate, when researching effective student development theory 

practices, one should research the experiences of students of color (Pope & Reynolds, 

1997). Pope and Reynolds (1997) stated that “as college campuses become increasingly 

diverse, multicultural competence has become a requisite core competency area for 
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ethical and efficacious practice” (1997, p. 275). As institutions of higher education 

prioritize diverse campus climates, it is equally important to understand the importance of 

how student affairs professionals impact those efforts and how their work contributes to 

carrying out these institutional missions. Ensuring that student affairs professionals are 

thriving within this work will ultimately help build diverse student and staff populations 

where many voices and experiences could be amplified. 

Student affairs professionals play an important role in the overall recruitment and 

retention of college students. “An enrollment management system encourages student 

affairs officers to create a campus environment that will retain as well as attract students” 

(Ward & Hossler, 2016, p. 78). Recruitment and retention issues were at the heart of 

every college and university. As the demographic characteristics and needs of higher 

education students continued to change, so did student affairs professionals. These needs 

included combating alcohol and other substance abuse, violence, mental health issues, 

and societal and parental demands (Jones et al., 2011). These were needs that fell outside 

of the classroom but needed to be addressed to fully support student academic success. 

Student affairs professionals had to be fully engaged, even thriving, to perform this 

crucial work of supporting students throughout their college experience.  

Furthermore, essential key values that student affairs professionals must 

demonstrate included educating students, caring about the well-being of students, service 

to the university, students and community, and advancing ideas of diversity, inclusion, 

and social justice (Long, 2012). Successful student affairs professionals must have 

exhibited specific competencies to successfully serve students, represent the institution, 

and promote its mission and values (Long, 2012). This allowed student affairs 
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professionals to continue developing the campus community around them and cultivating 

sense of belonging. 

Demographics of Student Affairs Professionals 

Student affairs professionals work in a variety of higher education institutions in 

the United States. The U. S. Department of Education (2019) identified 7,021 

postsecondary Title IV institutions which include public and private two-year and four-

year institutions that receive federal student aid under Title IV of the Higher Education 

Act. Many postsecondary institutions employ student affairs professionals, but there is no 

central database or listing of student affairs professionals within the United States from 

which to obtain an exact count. However, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2019) 

reported that the career field of post-secondary administrator, which includes student 

affairs professionals, consists of 144,880 employees (U. S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 

2019). As of 2018, employment of post-secondary education administrators, including 

student affairs professionals, was projected to grow about 7% from 2018 to 2028 based 

on expected student enrollment in colleges and universities (U. S. Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, 2018).  

Generations of Student Affairs Professionals. As the number of student affairs 

administrators continually grows, so shall the generations in the workforce. The unique 

characteristics connected to generation affiliation may influence student affairs 

professional’s perspectives which support conditions that enable thriving. According to 

Pritchard et al. (2019), the median age for higher education staff is 45 years old, with 

85% of student affairs professionals falling under the age of 55. While the median 

starting age of student affairs professionals is 32 years old (Pritchard & McChesney, 
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2018); student affairs professionals are as young as 25 years old if they were traditional 

college students who proceeded directly from undergraduate programs into graduate 

programs and into professional positions. Student affairs professionals represent several 

generations within the workforce which occur across these age ranges. 

Parker and Igielnik (2020) noted the workforce to be mostly comprised of Baby 

Boomers (born 1946-1964), Gen X (born 1965-1980), and Millennials (born 1981-1996) 

while fewer are from the emerging Gen Z (born 1997-chronological endpoint not yet 

established) and even fewer, if any, are from the aging Silent Generation (born 1928-

1945). Student affairs professionals have a wealth of both life and professional 

experiences. Examining thriving across the multigenerational student affairs professional 

workforce will provide a clearer understanding of who is thriving in the field of student 

affairs. 

Silent Generation (1928-1945). The Silent Generation, also known as 

Traditionalists, were the oldest generation in the workplace (Wiedmer, 2015). These 

individuals were 75 years of age or older as of 2020, comprised our society’s oldest 

citizens, and have generally aged out of the workforce (Wiedmer, 2015). Members of the 

Silent Generation preferred to work in a hierarchical, top-down environment with support 

from colleagues and supervisors. The Silent Generation tended to “prefer tangible items 

for recognition and reward” (Wiedmer, 2015, p. 51) as it contributed to a sense of pride 

for the employee. It was likely that not many student affairs professionals were from this 

generation, but it was important to be aware of this generation’s work preferences as it 

was likely this generation established many organizational processes and structures which 

exist today.  
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Baby Boomers (1946-1964). The Baby Boomer generation was historically the 

largest generation in the United States. The youngest Baby Boomers were only 56 years 

old while the oldest were 74 years old as of 2020. Many from this generation are still 

active in the workforce and continue to exhibit strong influence in work environments. 

Research on the characteristics of the Baby Boomer generation describes them as 

competitive, work-focused, independent, and loyal (Gibson et al., 2009). As a result of 

the large number of current and future Baby Boomer retirements, the next two 

generations, Generation X and Millennials, have found themselves vying for and 

occupying the positions vacated by the Baby Boomer generation (Cohn & Taylor, 2010). 

Generation X (1965-1980). Generation X, commonly referred to as Gen X, was 

much smaller than the prior generations and ranged from 40 years old to 54 years old as 

of 2020. Gen X workers had a “work-to-live" mentality in response to being hit hard by 

the 1987 recession and stock market crash. As a result, Gen X was often motivated to 

take care of themselves and remained independent (Lapoint & Liprie-Spence, 2017). 

They preferred self-directed, independent workplaces and laid-back approaches to 

workplace expectations such as dress codes and a sense of work-life balance (Wiedmer, 

2015).  

Millennials (1981-1996). The Millennial generation ranged aged from mid-20’s 

to 40 as of 2020. Millennials are the largest generation in the workplace comprising over 

one-third of the American workforce (Fry, 2018). Millennials began to enter the 

workforce in 2004 (Hershatter & Epstein, 2010). Gallup (2016) found Millennials seek 

purpose more than a paycheck and are focused more on their personal and professional 

development as opposed to being satisfied within a particular job. Millennial turnover 
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costs the U. S. economy almost $30.5 billion every year (Gallup, 2016). Ng et al. (2010) 

argued that millennials “want it all and want it now” (p. 282) in terms of pay, benefits, 

job advancement, and contributing to society. In terms of employment, Millennials are 

different from other generations as they do not stay in one job for as long as previous 

generations did. Therefore, the turnover of Millennials does have economic implications 

as well as organizational impact in the workforce. 

Generation Z (1997-chronological endpoint not yet established). Generation Z is 

referred to as Gen Z. The oldest members of Gen Z are only 23 years old as of 2020. 

Members of this generation are just beginning to enter the workforce. Research on 

characteristics of Gen Z workers described this generation as technologically savvy, 

globally connected online, highly educated, tolerant of diverse cultures, and tend to crave 

more flexibility in daily routines (Lazanyi & Bilan, 2017; Singh, 2014). Additionally, 

members of Gen Z workers are already cognizant of their future roles within 

organizations and often think of their professional future and goals (Bencsik et al., 2016). 

This group will quickly fill the workforce in greater numbers in the next three to five 

years and more information will be discovered about their work attitudes, habits, and 

characteristics. Since many entry-level student affairs positions require a master's degree, 

very few from this generation are in the current student affairs workforce. 

Multigenerational Workplace Relations. It is important to understand workplace 

preferences and personal motivating factors of student affairs professionals in order to 

explore thriving within the multigenerational workplace. In general, individual 

characteristics such as age, personality, race/ethnicity, and gender influence job 

satisfaction and work-engagement potential for professionals in higher education 
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(Schubert-Irastorza & Fabry, 2014). However, it is equally important to be cautious not to 

overgeneralize the generations into stereotypes and to focus more on the distinct 

characteristics of each to bridge generational differences (Gibson et al., 2009).  

Promoting the development of multigenerational relationships within the 

workforce provides profound positive impacts on organizations. Vijayalakshmi (2013) 

argued that integrating multigenerational skills helped organizations promote creativity, 

innovation, collaboration, and new ways of thinking. Acknowledging that each 

generation is unique and views each other based on individual traits, strengths, and 

experiences helps create a workforce that is a model for the next generation (Angelique, 

2011). Leadership and supervisory strategies in a multigenerational workplace require 

flexibility to support the various needs of the different generations (Wolfe, 2019). 

Implementing strategies such as continued diversity training, open communication 

channels, and mentorships assists with leveraging multigenerational diversity in the 

workplace while reducing stereotypes, competition, and miscommunication (Legas & 

Sims, 2011). The multidimensionality of student affairs professionals in the workplace, is 

apparent in the different functional areas within student affairs as well.  

Functional Areas of Student Affairs Professionals 

Student affairs professionals are tasked with a variety of programs and functions 

related to educating students as the central mission of higher education (Hinton et al., 

2016). Student affairs functions have expanded, especially within the last 30 years, to 

meet the changing needs of students and institutional priorities. Student affairs 

professionals report to the various administrative structures on campuses depending on 

the function. The expansion of student affairs functions has reflected how higher 
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education institutions have grown and have attempted to meet the needs of a diverse 

student population.  

Student affairs functions in the late 1980’s included academic advising, 

admissions and enrollment management, career planning and placement, counseling, 

discipline, student financial aid, health services, orientation, residence halls and student 

activities (Rentz & Saddlemire, 1988). Almost 30 years later, student affairs functions 

now include collegiate recreation, multicultural affairs, and student learning assessment 

while other functions have evolved such as career planning and placement merging into 

career services, discipline developing into student conduct, and student activities clarified 

into fraternity and sorority life and student life programs (Zhang & Associates, 2016). 

Student affairs professionals interact with students throughout a student’s entire time at 

the university, from the point of initial interest to enrollment to major declaration to 

graduation (Zhang & Associates, 2016). Zhang described this process as the “a seamless 

system of checks and balances to move students towards graduation” (Zhang & 

Associates, 2016, p. 58). 

The landscape of student affairs functions contained a variety of services to 

support students. Komives and Woodard (2003) described the unique roles of each 

functional area within student affairs and acknowledged student affairs functional areas 

can be divided within two categories: traditional and emerging. Traditional functional 

areas included admissions, financial aid. Schuh et al. (2003) did not identify any specific 

emerging functional areas but defined the term as those that are “being adopted by more 

institutions each year but not yet by the majority of schools” (p. 342), adding that these 

areas will continue to play important roles in the future of the profession. To further 
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clarify the work that student affairs professionals in different functional areas do, 

Komives and Woodard (2003) provided descriptions for many of the functional areas that 

will be investigated in this study. 

Academic Advising. Komives and Woodard (2003) highlighted academic 

advising as a role that focuses on academic and professional goal exploration. They 

indicated that one of the primary functions of an academic advisor is to support a student 

academically and developmentally throughout their time in college (Komives & 

Woodard, 2003). Academic advisors assist students with major selection, prerequisite 

course information, and building long-term academic plans that map out students’ paths 

to graduation. Many advising offices share responsibilities with other offices such as new 

student orientation and counseling services (Komives & Woodard, 2003). 

Admissions and Financial Aid. Professionals within the admissions office of an 

institution are primarily responsible for the dissemination of information about an 

institution as well as guiding the admissions process. Komives and Woodard (2003) 

stated that the basic function of professionals within the admissions office is to recruit 

and screen prospective students for entry into an institution. Komives and Woodard 

(2003) added that the process of the admissions office can be complex in that it can report 

to either student or academic affairs and were often part of the enrollment management 

functions of a college or university. Financial aid offices assist students in meeting their 

financial obligations for the educational services they are receiving (Komives & 

Woodard, 2003). The assistance students receive in obtaining financial aid such as grants, 

loans and scholarships helps students achieve their academic goals.  
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Campus Recreation. Campus recreation offices, as noted by Komives and 

Woodard (2003), are responsible for promoting the physical health and wellness of the 

student body. In addition to providing spaces to physically exercise and participate in 

club or intramural athletics, a major emphasis of campus recreation services is to promote 

healthy social interaction among students (Komives & Woodard, 2003).  

Career Development. As the professional job market continued to evolve and 

diversify, so too did the minimum educational and professional requirements for entry 

into many careers. Undergraduate students must prepare for a challenging job market 

after they graduate. Career services offices assist students with tasks such as honing basic 

skills and provide services which include exploration of different careers, resume writing, 

interview skill development, and presentation skills (Komives & Woodard, 2003). 

Additionally, career services professionals assist students with exploring various career 

paths by helping them locate internship opportunities to obtain hands-on experience 

within their career field of interest (Komives & Woodard, 2003). 

Counseling and Health Services. Mental health among college students is a 

critical focus on many college campuses today. Komives and Woodard (2003), noted that 

“colleges and universities believe strongly in the importance of helping students work 

through psychological and emotional issues that may impact their academic success and 

personal development” (p. 345). Counseling services offices provide individual and 

group counseling on college campuses and many of these professionals hold licenses to 

provide these services (Komives & Woodard, 2003). Professionals within counseling 

services offices are also often responsible for responding to student crises, providing 

community support and outreach services, and providing counseling services for the 
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campus community (Komives & Woodard, 2003). Komives and Woodard (2003) 

indicated that counseling services offices may be combined with student health services 

offices. Health services offices are those that provide “immediate medical assistance to 

students who are ill or injured; student health services also encourage good health and 

provide leadership in promoting the concept of a healthy campus” (Komives & Woodard, 

2003, p. 349).  

Disability and Learning Support Services. Student disability support offices 

provide supplemental services within and outside of the classroom for students with 

documented disabilities. Komives and Woodard (2003) identified academic services as 

note taking and providing an interpreter. They added that disability support offices work 

to ensure physical accessibility for all students on the institution’s campus. Additionally, 

these offices provided students with information on understanding their rights and 

advising both student and academic affairs offices on disability-related matters (Komives 

& Woodard, 2003). Learning support service offices provide students with an array of 

support functions to help achieve academic success. Features of a learning support 

services include testing options, tutoring, study skills programs and study tables (Zhang 

& McCoy, 2016). 

Diversity and Inclusion, International Student Services, and Veteran’s 

Services. Today’s college campus is a diverse mix of students of various backgrounds, 

ages, ethnicities, and life experiences. As a result, offices have been created to 

exclusively provide services for specialized populations. Komives and Woodard (2003) 

identified the mission of multicultural student services offices was to “welcome, support, 

empower, and integrate all students into the life of the campus” (p. 350). Providing both 
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individual, group, and campus-wide services, professionals within multicultural offices 

work toward building and fostering an inclusive campus climate where all students are 

provided opportunities to be successful, be retained, and become empowered individuals. 

Komives and Woodard (2003) asserted that “an emphasis is placed on the educational, 

cultural, personal, and social goals of each student” (p. 350).  

International student services offices focus their efforts on assisting prospective 

and current students with ensuring they follow federal regulations regarding visa status, 

passport issues, and other required documentation (Komives & Woodard, 2003). 

Veterans in higher education are another complex and diverse student population. 

Assisting veterans in making the adjustment from military life to college life involves 

specific supports that may not be as needed in the general student population, such as 

Department of Veteran’s Affairs benefits, disability support and dependent family 

resources (Schneider Carodine et al., 2016). These offices serve to assist specific 

populations with unique needs based on their backgrounds or experiences.  

Enrollment Management and Registrar. Imperative to the success of any 

institution of higher education is the tracking of student information, trends in enrollment, 

and critical assessment of student retention and graduation. Student affairs professionals 

working in enrollment management are often required to monitor and report this 

information to university administration. Komives and Woodard (2003) explained the 

goal of enrollment management offices was: 

To insure that critical areas for recruitment and retention such as admissions, 

records, financial aid, student research, and marketing are working together to 

create a comprehensive plan to enroll more students, to shape the composition of 
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the class, to reduce attrition rates, and develop appropriate publications, services, 

and electronic alternatives for interacting with the college or university. (p. 347). 

University registrar professionals often work in conjunction with admissions and 

recruitment and are essential to the enrollment management process of an institution 

(Komives &Woodard, 2003). The registrar’s office works to ensure that student records 

were being accurately maintained, protected, and disseminated properly. In addition, 

professionals in this office support students and other student affairs offices with 

enrollment and course registration (Komives & Woodard, 2003). Enrollment 

management offices often also include admissions and financial aid functions as well.  

Housing and Residence Life. Professionals working in housing and residence 

life are responsible for maintaining programming and facilities for students living in on-

campus housing. The professionals in housing and residence life can vary in 

responsibilities, from maintenance and upkeep of facilities to monitoring student conduct 

among residents. One recent development in the role of residence life professionals was 

the creation of living-learning communities for students, which provide specialized areas 

of housing facilities for students of similar academic majors or other interests to live and 

support one another within the facility (Komives & Woodard, 2003). 

Student Involvement. Student participation in campus activities is a critical 

component in student retention and persistence (Tinto, 1993). Professionals working 

within student involvement offices are primarily responsible for creating opportunities for 

students to become immersed within a college or university’s campus culture. 

Specifically, student involvement offices are responsible for operation and oversight of 

campus organizations, campus entertainment, multicultural programming, and student 
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clubs (Komives & Woodard, 2003). As Komives and Woodard (2003) outlined, the work 

of student affairs professionals is vast, comprehensive, and adapting to ensure the success 

of students regardless of need. This, in conjunction with the core competencies outlined 

in previous research (ACPA & NASPA, 2015; Burkard et al., 2005), highlights not only 

the important role that student affairs professionals play in student and institutional 

success, but also the complex responsibilities these individuals must assume in their day-

to-day roles. 

The researchers of this study identified 10 core functional areas of student affairs 

that will be directly examined. These areas were identified based on the researchers’ 

knowledge of the university. The functional areas identified included: academic advising; 

admissions and financial aid; campus recreation; career development; counseling and 

health services; disability support and learning support services; diversity and 

inclusion/international student services/veteran’s services; enrollment 

management/registrar’s office; housing and residence life; student involvement; and 

veteran’s services. Some offices were combined due to similar services they provide and 

small numbers of staff. For example, admissions and financial aid, while two different 

roles in the realm of student affairs, work collaboratively with each other in the same 

office at the university.  

Understanding the functions of student affairs work supports an investigation of 

thriving in the student affairs professionals. The work of student affairs professionals is 

diverse, and many responsibilities can be shared among different offices. However, each 

has a distinct function when it comes to serving students. As student needs grow and 

become more complex, the support provided to students also grows and becomes more 
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complex. Examining the functional areas in which student affairs professionals work in 

addition to the generation to which they belong provided insights about thriving. 

COVID-19 and Higher Education 

In March 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared a global 

pandemic based on the appearance and transmission of a novel coronavirus, commonly 

known as COVID-19 (Cucinotta & Vanelli, 2020). The declaration of this disease as a 

pandemic resulted in unprecedented challenges to the world in dealing with the COVID-

19 pandemic. As the virus spread, businesses were forced to close, public gatherings were 

halted, and people found themselves distanced from family and friends. Higher education 

was not immune to these rapid changes. Higher education administrators developed quick 

yet effective ways of providing quality education to students while also keeping students, 

faculty, and staff safe. Although scholarly research on the overall impact of COVID-19 

on higher education was limited at this time, it is a topic that has begun to be reviewed to 

understand the response that institutions of higher education have taken to continue 

educating college students.  

One of the more prominent changes that higher education across the United States 

implemented was shifting coursework to an all-online format. Viner et al. (2020) argued 

that school closures were one of the best ways to prevent the spread of a virus. Crawford 

et al. (2020) found that the United States downplayed the threat of COVID-19 initially, 

compared to universities in other parts of the world, but by the end of March 2020, many 

educational institutions began to move learning to online formats. The shift to online 

formats in the United States occurred over the spring break period while students were 



102 
 

   
 

away from campus and coincided with the declaration of the pandemic (Crawford et al., 

2020). This allowed instructors time to shift their courses to an online delivery method.  

The implementation and use of technology as a primary modality to deliver 

courses is one change that higher education adopted in 2020. However, further 

precautions were taken on college and university campuses to ensure the safety and 

success of students during COVID-19. Toquero (2020) identified solutions that 

institutions of higher education considered when continuing to adapt curriculum and 

policy for students. To help students understand the severity of the pandemic, Toquero 

(2020) recommended institutions begin incorporating health courses into curricula to 

educate students on how to address these issues in the future (2020). Additionally, 

Toquero (2020) suggested that institutions who remained open and accessible to students 

increase hygienic practices on campuses to ensure students’ safety. Toquero (2020) also 

argued that universities should offer virtual counseling and mental health services to help 

students remain successful at the institution and have their psychological needs met 

through the institution.  

There was information about how institutions have responded to the COVID-19 

pandemic by adapting to online course modalities and early information about the impact 

of this response on students and faculty. At the time of this study, information was scarce 

on how the COVID-19 pandemic impacted the work and ongoing professional 

development of student affairs professionals. While course instruction was central to the 

mission of colleges and universities, student affairs professionals provided valuable 

services and support to students and the institution during the pandemic. It was crucial to 

consider how student affairs professionals' ability to thrive during this time was impacted. 
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The current research provided insight into the experience of student affairs professionals 

during an ongoing and widespread pandemic. 

Stakeholder Perspective 

Student affairs professionals, like the general workforce, face a variety of 

challenges which could deter them from being engaged in their work and career field. 

These challenges include job dissatisfaction, poor working conditions, inadequate pay, 

ill-fitting, work overload, lack of education for the career field and not being properly 

socialized for the profession (Allen et al., 2010). With the expansion of the student affairs 

role within higher education and the responsibility of managing increasingly complex 

student issues, staff burnout was identified as a top concern facing the profession (Brewer 

& Clippard, 2002; Marshall et al., 2016; Mullen et al., 2018; Rubin & Moreno-Pardo, 

2018). These challenges also contribute to turnover or departure from a career in student 

affairs (Marshall et al., 2016; Mullen et al., 2018). Replacing an employee costs an 

organization money as well as the intangible investments such as reduced productivity, 

loss of institutional knowledge and cultural factors (Petrucelli, 2017; Shufiitinsky & Cox, 

2019). These challenges warrant an exploration of thriving to provide information to 

stakeholders such as administrators who are generally responsible for colleges and 

universities, the supervisors of student affairs professionals, and graduate preparation 

programs as well as professional associations. This study is necessary to understand the 

circumstances of student affairs professionals and develop strategies to support thriving 

in student affairs professionals.  

  



104 
 

   
 

Administrators 

The highest level of administrators or executives on college and university 

campuses often hold positions which include titles such as Chancellor or Vice 

Chancellors or similarly crafted titles. These executives are responsible for the large 

operational divisions which support the mission of the university and manage university 

resources in ways that reflect the values and vision of the university. Among the 

resources which these executives managed are the human resources needed to sustain the 

university operations. Often, these executives are called to implement and monitor 

progress toward the university goals to recruit, support, and retain employees.  

An exploration of thriving in student affairs professionals at a university will 

provide executives a glimpse into the experiences of the student affairs professionals who 

directly provide services and support to students. It is not uncommon for institutional 

strategic plans to include the recruitment, support, and retention of diverse employees in 

response to the diverse demographic shifts seen in higher education. Further, Dwyer and 

Azevedo (2016) recommended that educational leaders work across generational divides 

and investigate organizational initiatives to navigate the multigenerational workforce. 

Therefore, from this study, campus administrators will gain understanding of variables 

which contribute to student affairs professionals thriving. How the different generations 

experience thriving will provide insight into characteristics which can influence the 

potential to thrive. Understanding more about thriving of the student affairs professionals 

in different functional areas can highlight workplace conditions which influence the 

potential to thrive. Finally, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the experiences of 

student affair professionals was highlighted within this study in order to provide insight 
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into the factors which counteract the negative impact of a global pandemic on thriving in 

student affairs professions. 

 Allen et al. (2010) examined turnover through an evidenced-based system of 

retention management. From that evidenced-based approach, an organization or manager 

has science-based information on which to develop some cause-and-effect context which 

can lead to changes in employee retention approaches (Allen et al., 2010). Choi and 

Rainey (2010) suggested that the relationship between the diverse workforce and 

organizational performance was affected by contextual variables such as organizational 

culture, team processes, average tenure, and other demographic variables. Schreiner 

(2010a) described thriving as being “fully engaged intellectually, socially, and 

emotionally” (p.4). One could make the connection that thriving in the workplace is a key 

factor connected to individual performance and is a variable in organizational 

performance, or how well one does one’s job. Armed with the results from this study, 

campus leaders may be called upon to renew their commitment to support student affairs 

professionals and facilitate structures to encourage thriving. 

Supervisors and Managers 

Supervisors and managers of student affairs professionals can benefit from 

understanding influences which promote thriving of their staff members. Student affairs 

professionals are supervised by mid-level or upper-level administrators who are 

responsible for the unit operations and development of the professionals who implement 

university policies and evaluating practices. Titles for these manager roles included dean, 

assistant or associate dean, director, assistant or associate director or coordinator or other 
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titles indicating supervisory responsibilities. These managers are usually in constant 

contact with the professionals who provide direct services to students.  

Managers and supervisors of student affairs professionals may gain a better 

understanding of predictors of thriving from examining he experiences of the staff in 

specific functional areas. With this understanding, supervisors can identify professional 

development opportunities for student affairs professionals which promote thriving. 

Supervisors will also be able to identify modifications to their managerial and leadership 

approaches to develop and support environments which promote thriving for student 

affairs professionals. Specifically, supervision plays a critical role in developing new 

student affairs professionals (Tull, 2006). Tull (2006) recommended a comprehensive 

training and socialization program for new employees. This was congruent with research 

that cites the value of professional development in student affairs (Marshall et al., 2016). 

Changes to onboarding processes, ensuring student affairs professionals' network, 

expansion of professional development, and recognition programs are strategies that 

result from an exploration of thriving for supervisors to implement. 

Graduate Programs and Professional Associations 

Faculty in academic departments who offer graduate preparation programs for a 

career in student affairs as well as professional associations gain insights from 

explorations of thriving in practicing student affairs professionals. Graduate programs 

deliver educational experiences to prepare students for careers in student affairs. They 

deliver curriculum and experiences that support the skills and knowledge to develop 

competencies needed to be effective student affairs professionals. Understanding how 

student affairs professionals experience thriving can assist faculty in developing 
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educational experiences which prepare entry-level professionals to thrive throughout the 

duration of their careers. Similarly, professional associations for student affairs 

professionals can capitalize on understanding the constructs which support thriving and 

incorporate that knowledge into broadly available and meaningful professional 

development experiences.  

From information gained through this study, strategies and tactical approaches 

can be developed which will increase thriving in student affairs areas that are relevant to 

the variety of generations and institutions. Use of the knowledge generated by this study 

may support ways in which supervisors and managers recruit, onboard, train, and develop 

their staff with the goal of keeping student affairs professionals engaged in the student 

affairs profession. Knowledge about the conditions under which student affairs staff 

thrive provides a platform from which to make institution-level changes to human 

resource policies, procedures, and practices.  

Chapter Summary 

In this chapter the researchers introduced literature on thriving at work, described 

the conceptual framework and supporting literature for this proposed study, explored the 

background of student affairs professionals within higher education, and provided details 

of the demographic characteristics of the study participants to establish context. The 

impact of COVID-19 on higher education has also been explored. The conceptual 

framework is based on Seligman’s (2011) model of well-being. The PERMA constructs 

of positive emotion (P), engagement (E), relationships (R), meaning (M) and 

accomplishment (A) all combine to support the ultimate outcome of well-being: 

flourishing or thriving (Seligman, 2011). This model has been used by Schreiner to 
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develop an instrument to study thriving in staff and administrators in higher education. 

As a conceptual framework in which to study the level of thriving in student affairs 

professionals, Seligman (2011) provided a holistic lens through which thriving is viewed.  

Thriving has been explored in the workplace, but not specifically in the 

population of student affairs professionals. Given the level of responsibility placed on 

student affairs professionals for the key services they provide to students and the variety 

of ways student affairs professionals support the education and development of college 

students, the concern for the level of thriving in student affairs professionals is present in 

daily interactions between the authors of this study and their staff. There is significant 

concern that student affairs professionals are not engaged or continuing to learn new and 

better ways to serve students, or that staff are burned out or no longer find helping 

students to be rewarding. Previous scholarship as well as direct observations and 

experiences support these concerns. Student affairs professionals who are not thriving 

could negatively impact student experiences and may directly and negatively impact a 

higher education institution’s ability to serve students.  

While thriving has been studied in other contexts, there was little attention to the 

topic of thriving in student affairs professionals and their experiences with positive 

emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment. Exploring thriving in 

student affairs professionals at one institution provided an opportunity to discover the 

extent of thriving and to highlight potential strategies to address turnover, burnout, 

general job dissatisfaction, and career discontent. The resulting discussion informed 

relevant stakeholders of opportunities for potential process improvements, supervision 

and professional development, and educational to enhance the experiences of student 
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affairs professionals in the field. Further, the study called for ongoing research on 

thriving over time for current generations and successive generations.  

In chapter Three the researchers will explain the methods that were used to 

explore the thriving experiences of student affairs professionals as well as the research 

and analysis procedures. Chapter Four includes results and findings, while Chapter Five 

extends a discussion of the findings as well as relevant action items that address the 

problem of practice. 
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Chapter Three 

Methods and Design for Action 

Student affairs professionals provide critical services to ensure student success. 

While job dissatisfaction and burnout occur in these positions, there are those who are 

thriving as student affairs professionals. The purpose of this study is to explore the 

experience of thriving for student affairs professionals to discover which constructs and 

predictors are related to their level of thriving. The researchers in this study examined 

Seligman's PERMA (2011) constructs (positive emotion, engagement, relationships, and 

accomplishment) and their impact on thriving to better understand the experiences of 

thriving in student affairs professionals. In turn, the researchers used data gathered from 

student affairs professionals’ experiences to promote changes to the onboarding, training, 

and overall retention of student affairs professionals. In this study, thriving was defined 

as positive engagement in meaningful work, connecting to others at a deeper level, and 

being optimistic about one’s present and future life (L. Schreiner, personal 

communication, October 11, 2020). This exploration was propelled by a 

multidimensional framework of thriving that provided a more holistic view of the 

experience of thriving for student affairs professionals.  

To achieve this purpose, the researchers of this study explored which constructs 

contributed to thriving in student affairs professionals. Additionally, the researchers 

examined experiences which predicted thriving for student affairs professionals, 

including the impact of the COVID-19 global pandemic in 2020. Lastly, the researchers 

reviewed the impact of key demographic variables to better understand thriving student 

affairs professionals. It was expected that this exploration of thriving among student 
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affairs professionals will assist in answering the research questions and propel the 

development of a more sustainable workplace in which more student affairs professionals 

will thrive. 

Student affairs professionals play important roles at colleges and universities by 

delivering important services and supporting the education and development of students. 

Some student affairs professionals experience job dissatisfaction, burnout, stress, and 

ultimately turnover. In contrast, there are student affairs professionals who are engaged, 

motivated and thrive in their chosen career field. The researchers sought to better 

understand the experiences of thriving for student affairs professionals and to develop 

ways to support student affairs professionals who are not thriving. Understanding the 

experiences of thriving in student affairs professionals can support improvements to 

workplace culture that may meet each professional’s needs and contribute to a positive 

work environment that addresses the problems of job satisfaction, burnout, stress, and 

turnover. It is important to note that the experience of thriving for student affairs 

professionals has not been explored in a scholarly study. Of course, there is literature and 

research, theory, and opinions about the career field of student affairs and the job 

satisfaction, burnout, stress, and turnover of those professionals (Allen et al., 2010; 

Howard-Hamilton et al., 1998; Lorden, 1998; Rosser & Javinar, 2003). However, there is 

no exploration of the positive aspects which impact thriving in the careers of student 

affairs professionals. 

In this chapter, the researchers explained the research design and reviewed the 

research questions. The participants were described, and the timeline and instrument used 
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were presented. The implementation phase included the method of data collection and the 

analysis plan for the data was described.  

Research Design and Research Questions 

The researchers of this study utilized an explanatory quantitative method design 

for data collection, results, and analysis. The explanatory quantitative method was 

selected to explore the under researched area of thriving in student affairs professionals 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The researchers used the data collected to help explain how 

student affairs professionals experience thriving. The researchers looked at the data with 

a postpositivist worldview and utilized a quantitative survey. The postpositivist 

worldview acknowledges that research on human behavior needs to be truthful and not 

watered down (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). “Survey research provides quantitative or 

numeric descriptions of trends, attitudes, or opinions in a population by studying a 

sample of the population” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 12). The study variables were 

identified related to questions and tested with statistical procedures.  

The researchers in this study explored the following research questions about 

student affairs professionals’ construction of thriving in the workforce: 

RQ1: How do student affairs professionals experience thriving? 

RQ2: How strongly correlated are the PERMA constructs (positive emotion, 

engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishments) with thriving for student 

affairs professionals? 

RQ3: What predictors (psychological sense of community, spirituality, 

institutional integrity, and commitment to staff welfare) significantly impact thriving for 

student affairs professionals? 
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RQ4: How does thriving differ amongst different generations and functional areas 

of student affairs professionals? 

RQ5: What impact has the COVID-19 global pandemic had on thriving for 

student affairs professionals? 

Participants 

 The participants in this study were student affairs professionals at a midwestern 

four-year university. To preserve anonymity, the study location is referred to as Thriving 

University. Thriving University was selected because several members of the research 

team have working knowledge of the university, the size of the university, the presence of 

a variety of student affairs professionals, and the sample population. Therefore, Thriving 

University was a convenient and available study location for the researchers. Participants 

were currently employed at Thriving University and identified based on their role in a 

student affairs functional area. Participants held a position that was considered entry-level 

or higher, that required a bachelor’s degree or higher.  

This study used a non-probability sampling method using a convenience sample. 

A non-probability sampling method was appropriate as the participants were selected 

“based on their convenience and availability” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 150). The 

sample for this study were student affairs professionals at a four-year midwestern public 

university. It was anticipated that the characteristics of the sample would mirror those of 

the entire employee population at Thriving University. The sample was expected to be 

largely female (60%). Racial breakdown of the sample was expected to be 77% white, 

13% black and 10% as other non-white races. The other races were not disaggregated in 

publicly available information. 
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The student affairs professionals selected for this study aligned with the 

functional areas described in Rentz’s Student Affairs Practice in Higher Education 

(Zhang & Associates, 2016). These functional areas highlighted that student affairs 

crosses both the academic affairs and student affairs areas and are involved in a wide 

range of services and co-curricular activities that support student success. Entry-level, 

mid-level, and senior level student affairs professionals in the functional areas distributed 

among the chancellor’s office, academic affairs, and student affairs organizational 

reporting lines were included. The student affairs functional areas included academic 

advising, admissions, campus recreation, career development, counseling, disability 

support services, diversity and inclusion, enrollment management, financial aid, health 

services, housing, international student services, learning support services, registrar’s 

office, student involvement, and veterans' affairs. The organizational reporting lines for 

these areas can be found in Figure 1. Positions that are classified as administrative 

support, data processing, or faculty were not included in this study. 
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With the assistance of the Institutional Research Office at Thriving University, the 

researchers of this study anticipated approximately 190 potential participants, out of 

1,481 overall staff, in the functional areas that met the criteria for this study. The 

assumption was that the participants most likely fell within the expected demographic 

characteristics identified for this study. All 190 identified staff members received an 

invitation sent to their work email address to complete the survey. Prior to the 

implementation of the study, the researchers obtained current names and email addresses 

of the individuals in the positions identified, as there was the potential for changes in 

personnel prior to the start of data collection.  

Instrument 

The authors of this study used the Thriving Quotient for Staff and Administrators 

(TQ-SA) (Appendix A) to measure thriving among student affairs professionals. This 

instrument was framed for staff and administrators in higher education based on previous 

research and instruments created by Dr. Laurie Schreiner to measure the thriving of 

faculty members, undergraduate students, and graduate students. The TQ-SA used in this 

study explored similar areas of thriving that were investigated in Schreiner’s (2010a) 

original study of thriving among undergraduate students.  

Thriving Quotient (TQ) 

 The Thriving Quotient (TQ) was first introduced for validation in 2008 (Schreiner 

et al., 2009). Pilot testing of the TQ started as “a 198-item instrument that was pilot tested 

on 2,474 undergraduates at 13 institutions in the spring of 2008” (Schreiner et al., 2009, 

p. 8). In the pilot study Schreiner and colleagues (2009) explored 14 different thriving 

constructs which included: (a) engaged learning, (b) citizenship, (c) openness to diversity, 
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(d) mindset, (e) psychological well-being, (f) academic self-efficacy, (g) perceived 

academic control, (h) meaning in life, (i) mindfulness, (j) sense of community, (k) hope, 

(l) optimism, (m) resiliency, (n) subjective well-being, and (m) self-regulated learning.  

Utilizing a principal component analysis, Schreiner et al. (2009) eliminated 

survey items that loaded on more than one component or had a Cronbach alpha score of 

less than .40. Items with Cronbach alpha scores of less than r = .40 or standard deviations 

of below 1.0 were eliminated (Schreiner et al., 2009). Additional feedback on the TQ 

survey was provided via student focus groups and feedback was taken into consideration 

to adjust the survey appropriately for college students. Finally, a confirmatory factor 

analysis determined that the TQ consisted of five factors that reflected universal 

components of thriving: (a) engaged learning, (b) diverse citizenship, (c) academic 

determination, (d) positive perspective, and (e) social connectedness (Schreiner et al., 

2009). Cronbach alpha scores ranged from .80 to .85 and the internal consistency of the 

entire instrument resulted in a Cronbach alpha of .91 (Schreiner et al., 2009). 

Once developed and validity was verified, Schreiner (2010a) used the TQ to 

examine levels of thriving in undergraduate college students. The TQ for the 

undergraduate college student study was described as “a reliable and valid 35-item 

instrument that measures the changeable psychological qualities in students that affect 

their ability to optimize their college experience” (Schreiner, 2010b, p. 2). It explored the 

five constructs of (a) engaged learning, (b) academic determination, (c) social 

connectedness, (d) diverse citizenship, and (e) positive perspective. Since 2010, an 

additional four constructs have been added in subsequent versions of the instruments. The 
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four additional constructs included (a) sense of community, (b) spirituality, (c) 

institutional integrity, and (d) outcomes measures (Schreiner, 2010a).  

In all prior instruments, each construct measure was determined from mean scores 

found from asking between two and six survey questions per construct. Survey items 

consisted of Likert-style scales that asked students to rank questions with a score of 1 to 

6, with 1 (strongly disagree) and 6 (strongly agree). Some items were reverse coded to 

ensure reliability. Examples of questions noted by Schreiner (2010a) included, “I feel 

energized by the ideas I am learning in most of my classes”, “I am confident I will reach 

my educational goals”, and “It’s important to me to make a contribution to my 

community.” Reliability for eight of the nine constructs were reported as follows: (a) 

engaged learning, α = .87; (b) academic determination, α = .82; (c) social connectedness, 

(d) α = .83; diverse citizenship, (e) α = .79; positive perspective, (f) α = .78; sense of 

community, (g) α = .85; spirituality, (h) α = .93 (Schreiner, 2010a). The coefficient alpha 

for reliability for the construct of outcomes measures was not indicated in the article. 

The researchers of this study contacted Dr. Laurie Schreiner, the originator of the 

TQ and obtained approval to use the TQ (See Appendix B). Dr. Schreiner responded 

positively and discussed the process for obtaining approval to utilize the TQ (See 

Appendix C). Dr. Schreiner suggested modifying the faculty and graduate student 

surveys to apply to use for student affairs professionals. Dr. Schreiner provided revisions 

from the faculty and graduate student survey questions that shifted the focus from student 

and faculty thriving to staff and administrators. Therefore, the staff and administrator 

version of the TQ measured thriving for student affairs professionals in this study. The 

authors of this study agreed to share all study results with Dr. Schreiner as part of her 
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ongoing research of thriving. The authors indicated this during the IRB approval process 

for both the University of Missouri Saint Louis and Thriving University. The authors of 

this study submitted all required documents to Dr. Schreiner for approval to use the TQ-

SA instrument and received final approval to move forward with the use of the 

assessment tool (See Appendix C). 

Thriving Quotient for Staff and Administrators (TQ-SA) 

The authors of this study used a version of Schreiner’s TQ (2010a) that focused 

on staff and administrators in higher education. This instrument was provided to the 

research team by Dr. Schreiner (personal communication, September 30, 2020). The TQ-

SA incorporates Seligman’s (2011) PERMA constructs to investigate thriving, identified 

predictor variables for thriving specific to staff and administrators, and an outcome 

variable based on the COVID-19 pandemic. The TQ-SA (Appendix A) consisted of 

questions that align to the following sections: (a) demographics, (b) PERMA constructs 

of thriving, (c) Schreiner’s identified predictors of thriving, (d) Schreiner’s identified 

outcome of thriving as impacted by COVID-19, and (e) supplemental information. The 

TQ-SA contains a total of 54 items. A description of the questions within each section is 

included below.  

Demographics Section 

The demographics section of the survey contained two questions (IV11 to IV12). 

Demographic questions were collected on characteristics of each respondent including (a) 

generation (IV11) and (b) functional area (IV12). Due to the small numbers of student 

affairs professionals in some functional areas, the areas were clustered based on 

commonalities of services provided by the units to increase the sample size for this 
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variable. The number of student affairs professionals at Thriving University within each 

cluster was: 73 in student success, 35 in student enrollment, 30 in student engagement 

and 32 in student support. The demographic values assisted with analyzing the data to 

explore how generations or functional areas impact student affairs professionals' thriving. 

PERMA Constructs of Thriving Section 

The PERMA section of the survey was original to the TQ-SA and assessed five of 

the independent variables in this research study. This section contains a total of 20 

questions. The questions related to a specific construct and were used to develop a mean 

for the specific construct. As a result, the data analysis examined independent variables 

that were aligned with Seligman’s (2011) PERMA thriving constructs of (a) positive 

emotion – P (IV1), (b) engagement – E (IV2), (c) relationships - R (IV3), (d) meaning – 

M (IV4), and (e) accomplishment – A (IV5). Participants were asked to rank their 

thoughts and feelings through Likert style scales from 1 to 6, with 1 (Strongly Disagree), 

2 (Disagree), 3 (Somewhat Disagree), 4 (Somewhat Agree), 5 (Agree), and 6 (Strongly 

Agree). Questions on the survey that measured the PERMA constructs included “I feel 

energized by my work at this institution,” “I am able to do what I love much of the time 

at this institution,” “My immediate supervisor cares about me as a person,” “I feel valued 

by my colleagues,” and “I look for the best in situations, even when things seem 

hopeless.” 

Together, the PERMA constructs determined thriving in an individual. The mean 

of the five PERMA constructs provided the overall thriving (DV) level. By examining the 

overall concept of thriving measured by the combination of the constructs, the 
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researchers were able to identify specific constructs that contributed to thriving or did not 

and how to support student affairs professionals in those areas. 

Schreiner’s Predictors of Thriving Section 

The predictors section of the survey section of the survey was original to the TQ-

SA and assessed four of the independent variables in this research study. This section 

contained a total of 18 questions that measured what Schreiner described as predictor 

variables of thriving: psychological sense of community (IV6), spirituality (IV7), 

institutional integrity (IV8), and commitment to staff welfare (IV9). There are three to 

eight questions that aligned with each of the predictors of thriving. These questions 

allowed participants to identify how often they experience different emotions at work. 

Like the first section of the survey, participants were asked to rank their thoughts and 

feelings through Likert style scales from 1 to 6, with 1(Strongly Disagree), 2 (Disagree), 

3 (Somewhat Disagree), 4 (Somewhat Agree), 5 (Agree), and 6 (Strongly Agree). 

Participants responded to items such as “I feel like I belong here,” “My spiritual or 

religious beliefs provide me with a sense of strength when life is difficult,” “This 

institution was accurately portrayed to me during the hiring process,” and “Diverse 

perspectives are valued within this institution.” These questions aimed to help the authors 

understand the respondent’s emotional experiences as a student affairs professional.  

Questions related to each PERMA construct and Schreiner’s predictor of thriving 

were randomized. This ensured that participants were not aware of the specific category 

(constructs or predictors) that each question aligned to and were not influenced by their 

perception of the overall category. The researchers combined the questions to the specific 

category during the data analysis phase of the study. 
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COVID-19 Section 

The COVID-19 section was original to the TQ-SA and was used to assess one 

independent variable in this research study. There was a total of seven questions in this 

section to assess what Schreiner had identified as the COVID-19 global pandemic 

outcomes (IV10). For the first three questions in this section, participants were asked to 

rank their thoughts and feelings through Likert style scales from 1 to 6, with 1 (Strongly 

Disagree), 2 (Disagree), 3 (Somewhat Disagree), 4 (Somewhat Agree), 5 (Agree), and 6 

(Strongly Agree). Participants responded to items such as “Overall, senior leadership has 

done a good job helping staff adapt to the changes at the institution brought on by the 

spread of COVID-19.”  

For the next four questions in the COVID section, participants were asked to rank 

their thoughts and feelings through Likert style scales from 1 to 6, with 1 (Very 

Dissatisfied), 2 (Dissatisfied), 3 (Somewhat Dissatisfied), 4 (Somewhat Satisfied), 5 

(Satisfied), and 6 (Very Satisfied). Participants responded to items such as “The 

timeliness of the communication you’ve received from this institution about its ongoing 

responses to COVID-19.”  

The researchers combined these two scales into one quantitative measure for the 

COVID-19 global pandemic variable (IV10) because each scale followed parallel low to 

high values on the 6-point Likert scale. In addition, this scoring approach aligned with the 

data analysis established by the other variables of the TQ-SA. This allowed for 

consistency throughout the instrument and scoring. A COVID-19 score for each 

participant was created from the seven questions related to the COVID-19 global 

pandemic variable (IV10). 
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Supplemental Section  

The survey included several supplemental items that were original to the TQ-SA. 

While this data was collected, only data from the open-ended questions were analyzed as 

a part of this study. The extra questions included three questions that measured positive 

emotion on a different Likert scale than the previous positive emotion section. The three 

questions required participants to respond on a 6-point Likert scale, with 1 (Never), 2 

(Rarely), 3 (Occasionally), 4 (Often), 5 (Frequently) and 6 (Always).  

There was one question that asked participants to rate their own level of thriving 

using a Likert scale from 1 to 6, with 1 (Not Even Surviving), 2 (Barely Surviving), 3 

(Surviving), 4 (Somewhat Thriving), 5 (Mostly Thriving), and 6 (Consistently Thriving). 

The last three questions were open-ended questions: “What has happened this semester 

that has shaped your assessment of your own thriving?,” “How has your thriving here 

changed over the past year?,” and “How has COVID-19 affected your ability to thrive in 

your role at this institution?”   

Instrument Scoring  

Within the survey instrument, participants responded to a randomized series of 

questions. The response options for each question were on a 6-point Likert-scale. While 

the typical Likert scale has 5 points (Fink, 2017), Schreiner designed the TQ using the 

forced-choice method, meaning there was not a neutral or “neither agree nor disagree” 

option. Respondents were forced to select a positive or negative response. The TQ-SA 

followed the same rationale using a 6-point scale for each question. An overall thriving 

measure was generated from the mean of the 20 questions that corresponded to the five 

PERMA constructs in the survey. This provided the measure of the dependent variable 
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used in the data analysis. Similarly, the measures for the independent variables were 

generated by the mean scores for each of the questions assessing the five constructs, three 

predictors, and COVID-19 outcome as well as the demographic questions. Mean scores 

were used to analyze the data to explore and answer the research questions. 

Instrument Reliability and Validity 

A test for significance allows researchers to evaluate whether something more 

than chance produced the differences seen in the data (Killion, 2017). Schreiner (personal 

communication, October 11, 2020) used a Cronbach alpha to assess reliability of the 

questions within each construct and throughout the TQ-SA instrument. The reliability 

coefficient provided by the Cronbach alpha falls between zero and one (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). An alpha score of 0.70 or higher is considered an optimal measure of 

internal consistency, which showed that “sets of items on an instrument behave in the 

same way” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 154). A high alpha score, 0.70 or higher, is an 

indicator of high correlation or high-test items. A low alpha, a score under 0.70, indicates 

that there is not a high level of correlation (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). 

Schreiner (personal communication, October 11, 2020) provided validation and 

reliability statistical analysis for the TQ for faculty which was closest to the TQ-SA 

instrument used in this research study. Since only small language changes were made to 

the instrument to administer to student affairs professionals, the same measures of 

reliability and validity found from the TQ for faculty were used for the TQ-SA. 

According to Schreiner (personal communication, October 11, 2020), the correlation 

coefficient alpha for the TQ for faculty was .94. 
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Threats to Validity 

For this study a potential threat to internal validity could have occurred within the 

selection of participants. A convenience sample was used for this study. This study relied 

on self-reported information from participants and the researchers trusted that the 

responses submitted reflected true experiences. Another example of a threat to validity 

could have occurred if survey participants communicated with one another and 

potentially influenced the responses of the participants. Time of year could have also 

threated the validity. Student affairs professionals may experience periods during the 

school year that naturally cause more stress than at other times of the year (registration, 

graduation, move in, orientation, beginning of the semester, end of the semester, etc.). If 

the survey outreach was launched during one of these stressful periods during a time 

when some student affairs functional areas or some student affairs professionals were 

historically busier, those emails might have been overlooked. Student affairs 

professionals may not have taken the time to open the email and complete the survey in a 

timely manner. The timing of survey administration could have also impacted the stress 

levels of individual student affairs professionals and, subsequently, the measure of 

thriving based on job duties at the time.  

Another threat to validity was the unknown ways in which COVID-19 might have 

impacted the 2020-21 academic school year during which this research was conducted. 

Many student affairs professionals were working completely remotely or working a 

combination of in-office and remote work, through the spring 2021 semester. Roughly 

80% of Thriving University classes were offered online during the fall 2020 and spring 

2021 semesters. This change from traditional operations may have forced student affairs 
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professionals at Thriving University to reimagine their work environment and find new 

ways to support students in a remote setting. The realities and unknown factors of 

working during a global pandemic may have impacted both the participation in and 

results of this study. The budget implications of the Thriving University’s COVID-19 

response may have also impacted the results. The financial situation or future decisions at 

the time data was collected could not have been predicted by the researchers.  

Analysis Variables 

As noted earlier, this study was an explanatory quantitative approach to study 

thriving in student affairs professionals. The variables of this study were explored using 

the data gathered using the TQ-SA (see Appendix A), which was designed to assess 

overall thriving and the supporting constructs as well as predictors. The dependent 

variable was overall thriving (DV) and was measured by the mean of the questions 

distributed among the PERMA constructs (positive emotion (IV1), engagement (IV2), 

relationships (IV3), meaning (IV4), and accomplishment (IV5)). The independent 

variables were the five PERMA constructs that supported overall thriving (positive 

emotion (IV1), engagement (IV2), relationships (IV3), meaning (IV4), and 

accomplishments (IV5)); the four Schreiner-identified predictor variables (psychological 

sense of community (IV6), spirituality (IV7), institutional integrity (IV8), and 

commitment to staff welfare (IV9)); the COVID-19 global pandemic variable (IV10); and 

demographics (generation (IV11) and functional area (IV12)) of the student affairs 

professionals. The independent variables were classified as predictor variables because 

they were thought to “predict an outcome of interest” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 51) 

in this study.  
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For data analysis, each variable (dependent and independent) was converted to 

numerical scores for analysis. The analysis variables and the survey questions associated 

with the questions included below to inform the data analysis procedures. The survey 

instrument, printed with permission of Dr. Schreiner, is found in Appendix A. Table 1 

was prepared to outline the variables, definitions, and coding calculations for the study 

variables that were used in the data analysis. There were several items on the TQ-SA that 

the researchers were required to include by Dr. Schreiner but were not used in data 

analysis. Those items were excluded from Table 1 but can be seen in the supplemental 

section of the instrument in Appendix A. 

 

Table 1 

Description of Variables and Coding 

Variable Definition and coding 

Thriving - TB (DV) 
Continuous 

First-order variable composed of the mean for the 20 thriving 
construct items including: Positive Emotion (P), Engagement (E), 
Relationship (R), Meaning (M), Accomplishment (A). 

Construct: Positive Emotion - P 
(IV1)  
Continuous, Interval 

Latent variable comprised of seven items measured on a 6-point 
Likert-scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly 
agree). The items include: (a) I look for the best in situations, 
even when things seem hopeless (P-BEST), (b) I really enjoy 
being a staff or administrator here (P-ENJOY), (c) I am optimistic 
about this institution’s ability to weather the challenges facing 
higher education (P-OPTIMISTIC), (d) I tend to believe that 
things will eventually work out for me, if I invest enough effort 
(P-BELIEVE). 

P=mean (P-BEST, P-ENJOY, P-OPTIMISTIC, P-BELIEVE) 
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Construct: Engagement - E 
(IV2) 
Continuous, Interval 

Latent variable comprised of four items measured on a 6-point 
Likert-scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly 
agree). The items include: (a) I feel energized by my work at this 
institution. (E-ENERGY), (b) The vision established by the senior 
leadership of this institution is motivating to me. (E-VISION), (c) 
I tend to become so absorbed in my work that I lose track of time. 
(E-TIME), (d) I enjoy my work. (E-ENJOY). 

E=mean (EL-ENERGY, E-VISION, E-TIME, E-ENJOY) 

Construct: Relationship - R 
(IV3)  
Continuous, Interval 

Latent variable comprised of four items measured on a 6-point 
Likert-scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly 
agree). The items include: (a) I have a positive working 
relationship with the administrators with whom I interact at this 
institution (R-POSITIVE), (b) I have good friends at this 
institution (R-FRIENDS), (c) My immediate supervisor cares 
about me as a person (R-SUPERVISOR), (d) I receive the support 
I need from my co-workers at this institution (R-SUPPORT). 

R=mean (R-POSITIVE, R-FRIENDS, R-SUPERVISOR, R-
SUPPORT) 

Construct: Meaning - M (IV4) 
Continuous, Interval 

Latent variable comprised of four items measured on a 6-point 
Likert-scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly 
agree). The items include: (a) My work gives me a sense of 
meaning or purpose in my life (M-PURPOSE), (b) I believe I 
make a difference in the lives of students at this institution (M-
DIFFERENCE), (c) I feel valued by my colleagues (M-
COLLEAGUE), (d) My values are aligned with the mission of 
this institution (M-ALIGN). 

M=mean (M-PURPOSE, M-DIFFERENCE, M-COLLEAGUE, M-
ALIGN) 

Construct: Accomplishment - A 
(IV5) 
Continuous, Interval 

Latent variable comprised of four items measured on a 6-point 
Likert-scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly 
agree). The items include: (a) I tend to achieve the meaningful 
goals I set for myself in my work at this institution (A-
MEANING), (b) I am able to do what I love much of the time at 
this institution (A-LOVE), (c) My immediate supervisor has given 
me positive feedback about my work in the last month (A-
FEEDBACK), (d) I feel good about what I have accomplished so 
far in my role at this institution (A-GOOD). 

A=mean (A-MEANING, A-LOVE, A-FEEDBACK, A-GOOD) 
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Predictor: Psychological Sense 
of Community – SoC (IV6) 
Continuous, Interval 

Latent variable comprised of eight items measured on a 6-point 
Likert-scale ranging 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). 
The items include: (a) I am proud to represent this institution in 
the broader academic community (SoC-REPRESENT), (b) I feel 
like I belong here (SoC-BELONG), (c) There is a solid sense of 
trust between the faculty, staff, and administration here (SoC-
TRUST), (d) I feel supported by the administration of my 
institution (SoC-SUPPORT), (e) I have an opportunity to 
participate in institutional decision-making processes at my 
institution (SoC-DECISION), (f) My opinions matter to the 
leadership of my institution (SoC-OPINIONS), (g) There is a 
spirit of collegiality among the faculty, staff, and administration 
(SoC-SPIRIT), (h) There is effective communication across my 
institution (SoC-COMMUNICATION).  
SoC=mean (SoC-REPRESENT, SoC-BELONG, SoC-TRUST, 
SoC-SUPPORT, SoC-DECISION, SoC-OPINIONS, SoC-SPIRIT, 
Soc-COMMUNICATION)  
 

Predictor: Spirituality - Sp 
(IV7) 
Continuous, Interval 

Latent variable comprised of three items measured on a 6-point 
Likert-scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly 
agree). The items include: (a) My spiritual or religious beliefs 
provide me with a sense of strength when life is difficult (Sp-
STRENGTH), (b) My spiritual or religious beliefs are the 
foundation of my approach to my work at this institution (Sp-
FOUNDATION), (c) My spiritual or religious beliefs give 
meaning/purpose to my life (Sp-MEANING). 

Sp=mean (Sp-STRENGTH, Sp-FOUNDATION, Sp-MEANING) 

 

Predictor: Institutional Integrity 
– II (IV8) 
Continuous, Interval 

Latent variable comprised of three items measured on a 6-point 
Likert-scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly 
agree). The items include: (a) Overall, the actions of faculty, staff, 
and administrators at this institution are consistent with the 
mission of the institution (II-MISSION), (b) My experiences at 
this institution so far have met my expectations (II-
EXPECTATIONS), (c) My institution was accurately portrayed to 
me during the hiring process (II-HIRING).  
II=mean (II-MISSION, II-EXPECTATIONS, II-HIRING)  

Predictor: Commitment to Staff 
Welfare - C (IV9) 
Continuous, Interval 

Latent variable comprised of four items measured on a 6-point 
Likert-scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly 
agree). The items include: (a) The leadership of this institution is 
committed to the well-being of its employees (C-WELL-BEING), 
(b) This institution provides me with the resources I need to 
succeed in a multicultural environment (C-RESOURCES), (c) 
This institution treats staff equitably, regardless of their race, 
ethnicity, or gender (C-TREATMENT), (d) Diverse perspectives 
are valued within this institution (C-VALUED). 

C=mean (C-WELL-BEING, C-RESOURCES, C-TREATMENT, C-
VALUED) 
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C19/Pandemic - C19 (IV10) 
Continuous, Interval 

Latent variable comprised of eight items measured on a 6-point 
Likert-scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly 
agree) or 1 (very dissatisfied) to 6 (very satisfied). The items 
include: (a) Overall, senior leadership has done a good job 
protecting staff from the negative health consequences of COVID-
19 (C19-PROTECT), (b) Overall, senior leadership has done a 
good job helping staff adapt to the changes at the institution 
brought on by the spread of COVID-19 (C19-HELP), (c) Overall, 
senior leadership has shown care and concern for staff as they 
respond to the spread of COVID-19 (C19-CARE), (d) The 
timeliness of the communication you’ve received from this 
institution about its ongoing responses to COVID-19 (C19-
TIME), (e) The clarity of the communication you’ve received 
from this institution about its ongoing responses to COVID-19 
(C19-CLARITY), (f) The support you’ve received from this 
institution to help you to revise your classes to a remote format 
when needed (C19-SUPPORT), (g) The information you’ve 
received about how changes in response to COVID-19 will impact 
the institution’s future viability (C19-INFO). 

C19=mean (C19-PROTECT, C19-HELP, C19-CARE, C19-TIME, 
C19-CLARITY, C19-SUPPORT, C19-INFO) 

Generation - GENERATION 
(IV11) 
Category, Nominal 

Self-identified variable from response to item: 1=1928-1945 (Silent 
Generation) [leftmost circle], 2=1946-1964 (Baby Boomers) [2nd circle 
from left], 3=1965-1980 (Generation X) [3rd circle from left], 4=1981-
1996 (Millennials) [4th circle from left], 5=1997-2012 (Generation Z) 
[5th circle from left]. 

Functional Area - FUNCTION 
(IV12) 
Category, Nominal 

Self-identified variable from response to item: 1= STUDENT 
SUCCESS: Academic Advising/Career Development/Learning Support 
Services [leftmost circle], 2= STUDENT ENROLLMENT: 
Admissions/Enrollment Management/Financial Aid/Registrar [2nd circle 
from left], 3= STUDENT  ENGAGEMENT:  Housing & Residence 
Life/Student Involvement [3rd circle from left], 4= STUDENT 
SUPPORT: Campus Recreation/Counseling & Health 
Services/Disability Support Services/Diversity & Inclusion/International 
Student Services/Veteran’s Services [4th circle from left]. 

 

Implementation 

All members of the research team completed the Collaborative Institutional 

Training Initiative’s Research Ethics and Compliance Training in spring of 2019. Using 

knowledge from this training, the research team followed all human subject standards and 

protocols mandated by the National Research Act (PL 93-348) and implemented by 

Federal Regulations (45 CFR 46) as well as the University of Missouri-St. Louis’ human 
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subjects research process (Office of Research Administration, University of Missouri-St. 

Louis, 2020). The implementation of the study adhered to human subject standards and 

the processes outlined in this section.  

Beta Testing and Institutional Review Board Approval 

In advance of receiving Institutional Review Board approval, the research team 

created a Qualtrics version of the instrument and then beta tested the version by enlisting 

five student affairs professionals who were acquaintances of the research team and not 

included in the identified participant pool at Thriving University. The beta testers 

provided the authors with important information on areas to edit and revise the 

presentation of the instrument to ensure it was free of any grammatical and spelling 

errors, flowed well, and that the online survey functioned correctly. They provided 

additional feedback which helped the research team know if the survey items made sense 

and any other general thoughts on the experience of the survey instrument. The beta 

testing process also revealed the amount of time needed for a participant to complete the 

survey. Feedback about the instrument obtained from the beta testers was used by the 

research team to make any corrections or edits that were deemed necessary.  

After the beta test and any corrections or updates to the survey, the research team 

sought approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at University of Missouri-St. 

Louis to launch the study. Once IRB approval from the University of Missouri-St. Louis 

was received, the research team sought IRB approval from Thriving University to 

implement the data collection phase of study. While waiting for Thriving University IRB 

approval, the researchers finalized the participant list. Working with the Institutional 

Research office at Thriving University and using public directories, the research team 
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compiled a final list of individuals who were invited to complete the survey, along with 

the corresponding email address. 

Informed Consent 

Participants provided consent (Appendix D) and voluntarily participated in this 

study after being fully informed of the purpose of the research and procedural details. 

The consent form was referenced in the e-mail invitation to participate in the survey and 

was embedded at the beginning of the electronic survey. Participants provided consent 

and were immediately routed to the survey instrument. The title of the research study, 

names and contact information for the dissertation committee members, and names and 

contact information of the principal researchers were provided to participants. The 

consent form also provided contact information for the University of Missouri Saint 

Louis’s Office of Research Administration for any questions or concerns. The consent 

form provided participants with general information on the length of time the survey 

would take to complete, how the data was to be secured, and how to enter the drawing to 

win one of five $25 Amazon gift cards as a way for the research team to express gratitude 

for their participation. 

Participants were informed that the research study focused on participant 

experiences as student affairs professionals and their responses to the survey questions 

were to be kept anonymous. Participants were asked to reflect on their personal 

experiences in the field of student affairs and then responded to survey items. In the 

consent form, the researchers indicated that the research team anticipated minimal risk of 

harm from participation in the study but acknowledged that participants could experience 

feelings of discomfort or uneasiness while reflecting on their own professional 
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experiences in the field. Participants who experienced any discomfort during the survey 

were encouraged to seek assistance from the institutional employee assistance program.  

Participants were informed that the research team were to provide the raw and 

anonymous data of participants to Dr. Laurie Schreiner for use in ongoing research on 

thriving. Once all data was collected from the survey and saved into an Excel document, 

the authors provided the data to Dr. Schreiner via email according to the agreement. 

While the survey was anonymous, participants had an opportunity to enter their name to 

be placed in the gift card drawing at the conclusion of the survey. The contact 

information of those who chose to participate in the drawing was kept separate from the 

data collected. Any identifying information was removed from the data prior to analysis 

to ensure anonymity of participants.  

Data Collection 

Data for the TQ-SA was collected via a Qualtrics survey. Participants were 

identified as 190 student affairs professionals from a public university in a Midwest 

metropolitan area. This list of student affairs professionals was obtained by the 

researchers of this study working with the Institutional Research office of Thriving 

University and using public directories. An introductory e-mail was sent to all potential 

participants. This email was sent from a known and respected Dean at Thriving 

University and introduced the study on behalf of the research team (See Appendix E). 

Later the same day, the research team sent the invitation to the student affairs 

professionals requesting their participation in the study.  

The survey contained a prompt at the beginning which informed participants of 

the purpose of the study, its intended use for research as part of a doctoral dissertation, 
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reinforced confidentiality of responses as well as the anticipated length of time to 

complete the survey. Participation was voluntary and anonymous, with only the 

researchers seeing the responses of each participant. Respondent information was secured 

via a password protected Qualtrics account. Survey data was automatically backed up 

nightly. Participants were provided with a one-time link to access the survey. The survey 

was available for 30 days to provide adequate time for participants to complete the 

survey. The targeted response rate for this study was 50%. The authors of this study 

arrived at a 50% response rate based on Draugalis et al.’s (2008) suggestion that while 

there was no universally agreed upon acceptable response rate, a base of 50% is typically 

found to reduce response bias and nonresponse error.  

To obtain as many responses as possible, the survey team sent reminders to 

encourage participants to complete the survey. This reminder was sent from the Qualtrics 

system and only sent to those participants who had not yet completed the survey. The 

first reminder e-mail was sent after week one. After two weeks, the second reminder e-

mail was sent to participants who had not completed the survey. A final reminder was 

sent the week that the survey was set to be closed. The survey was closed at the 

conclusion of the 30-day period with 116 completed responses for a response rate of 61% 

(116/190).  

At the conclusion of the data collection period, the data was downloaded from 

Qualtrics and securely stored in a password-protected Excel document that was only 

accessible to the authors of this study. All identifying information of participants was 

removed and participants were coded with a unique identifier that was used to analyze 

participant responses in the data analysis software. The survey was removed from 
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Qualtrics upon defense of dissertation, which deleted the data from the survey software. 

The data was controlled and owned by the researchers of this study and shared with Dr. 

Laurie Schreiner within 120 days of the data collection period which ended on March 18, 

2021.  

Email addresses of participants who chose to be entered into the drawing were 

downloaded into a separate Excel document. The research team randomly selected the 

winners of the five $25 Amazon gift cards. Gift cards were sent to the winning recipients.  

Data Analysis 

After data was collected, it was downloaded into an Excel document. A total of 

116 surveys were downloaded. The research team carefully reviewed and screened the 

data for missing answers or incomplete survey responses. The TQ-SA was calculated 

using the responses on the 20 questions distributed across the five PERMA constructs 

and any missing values from this set of questions had to be examined and discussed by 

the team. Fortunately, there were no missing values from this set of questions for the 116 

respondents.  

The goal of this research study was to understand the experience of thriving in 

student affairs professionals and to identify areas for improved training, supervision, and 

professional development to enhance thriving. Research questions were created to focus 

on this goal. Data analysis methods were structured to answer these research questions. 

Relationships between variables were explored using appropriate statistical techniques 

which were univariate or multivariate in nature. Based on prior research presented in the 

literature review, it was assumed that there was a relationship between the dependent 

variable and the independent variables, both individually and collectively. This 
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assumption informed the selection of data analysis methods and assisted the researchers 

to identify the strengths and themes found in these relationships.  

Data analysis, where appropriate, featured a null hypothesis which helped to 

clearly identify the significance testing needed to answer the research questions. “Null 

hypotheses are tested through the application of specific statistical criteria known as 

significance tests” (Mertler & Reinhart, 2016, p. 10) which was determined by the level 

of probability (p-value) and the coefficients of determination (β) for the sample. Using a 

decision rule based on the p-value, a null hypothesis was accepted or rejected to assist in 

answering the research specific question. The unique methods employed to analyze the 

data and answer specific research questions are provided in the remainder of this section. 

Finally, overall thriving scores were generated for each participant from questions 

related to the PERMA constructs. These overall thriving scores fell between 1.0 

(Minimum) and 6.0 (Maximum). Since thriving occurred on a continuum, the researchers 

examined the scores from participants to determine if student affairs professionals were 

thriving at lower levels or higher levels. An overall thriving score which fell within the 

range of 1.00 to 3.99 was interpreted as a lower level of thriving. An overall thriving 

score which fell within 4.00 to 6.00 was interpreted as a higher level of thriving. 

Research Questions 

Each research question was assessed by a specific data analysis plan guided by 

the sixth edition of Mertler and Reinhart’s (2016) book titled Advanced and Multivariate 

Statistical Methods. The researchers used Microsoft Excel and SAS studio as data 

analysis tools for this study. The data analysis plan used for each research question 

follows.  
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RQ1: How do student affairs professionals experience thriving? 

To explore thriving of student affairs professionals, it was important to obtain a 

sense of how student affairs in this sample experienced thriving. A thriving mean, 

referred to as overall thriving, was calculated for each participant using Excel. Overall 

thriving was the mean of the Likert responses to the 20 questions across the construct 

categories of positive emotion, engagement, relationship, meaning and accomplishments 

(PERMA). For this study, overall thriving represented, for each participant, their 

experience of thriving. Since overall thriving was calculated based on the answers to 20 

questions across the PERMA constructs, analysis of each construct will also substantiate 

the understanding of how student affairs professionals experience thriving. For each 

construct, a mean score was also calculated based on the questions which fall into that 

construct. Excel was used to calculate these means which were referred to as scores for 

each construct. Overall thriving and the means of each construct, which were continuous 

variables, were analyzed using SAS.  

Descriptive statistics were generated, examined, and reported to understand how 

student affairs professionals in the sample experience thriving. Descriptive statistics 

reported for each of the analysis variables included mean (average of scores in 

distribution), median (score that divided the distribution in half), mode (most frequent 

score in distribution), standard deviation (average score away from the mean to measure 

variability), range (maximum score in distribution and minimum score in distribution), 

total responses for each variable, and confidence levels as measures of central tendency 

(Mertler & Reinhart, 2016).  
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The presence of a normal distribution for overall thriving and the means of the 

individual constructs provided additional information for analysis. Using SAS, the 

distributions were investigated for normality using graphical methods. Comparing the 

histogram of the data to a normal probability curve and examination of Quantile-Quantile 

(Q-Q) plots assisted in evaluating normality of the data. SAS also produced a Goodness- 

of-Fit test for Normal Distribution which assisted in evaluating the normality of the 

distributions for overall thriving and the means of the individual constructs. For this 

analysis, null hypotheses reflected that the results for overall thriving and the separate 

means of the individual constructs are normally distributed. The decision rule was if the 

probability of D was less than the alpha=0.05 then reject the null hypotheses, otherwise 

do not reject the null hypotheses. 

RQ2: How strongly correlated are the PERMA constructs (positive emotion, 

engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishments) with thriving for student 

affairs professionals?   

The research team explored the relationships between the PERMA constructs and 

the overall thriving for student affairs professionals in research question two. To measure 

these relationships, a Pearson correlation coefficient (R) was used. Cody (2016) stated 

that Pearson correlation measures the “strength of the relationship between two 

variables” (p. 152). While there were several ways to measure these relationships, Cody 

(2016) stated that Pearson is the most common. One concern with a Pearson correlation 

coefficient was the presence of outliers (Cody, 2016). The researchers looked for outliers 

by visually examining the Quantile-Quantile (Q-Q) plots of the results. Extreme outliers 
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were checked and a decision to leave in or remove was made and reported at the time of 

data collection.  

The null hypothesis for research question two was that no correlation existed 

between the PERMA constructs and overall thriving for student affairs professionals. The 

relationship between each PERMA construct and thriving was evaluated and there were a 

total of five null hypothesis, one for each of the PERMA constructs: (a) there was no 

correlation between positive emotion and overall thriving for student affairs 

professionals, (b) there was no correlation between engagement and overall thriving for 

student affairs professionals, (c) there was no correlation between relationships and 

overall thriving for student affairs professionals, (d) there was no correlation between 

meaning and overall thriving for student affairs professionals, and (e) there was no 

correlation between accomplishment and overall thriving for student affairs professionals. 

The researchers used SAS Studio to run this test. A correlation matrix table was 

produced in order to examine the relationship between each independent variable and the 

dependent variable. The correlation matrix table was used to examine the relationship 

between each of the independent variables and allow the researchers to identify any 

particularly strong relationships. Within the correlation matrix table, correlation value 

and the level of probability (p-value) was calculated. The p-value was used to verify the 

significance of the correlation. The correlation values were expected to fall between -1 

and +1; which would indicate a positive value indicating a positive relationship between 

the variables (Cody, 2016). “If the correlation is a perfect predictor between the variables 

(i.e., R2 = +1.00 or -1.00), the IV contains everything needed to know about the 

dependent variable” (Mertler & Reinhart, 2016, p. 170). Mertler and Reinhart (2016) note 
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that when these values were multiplied by 100 then R2 was the percentage of variance. 

The coefficient scores for each independent variable were multiplied by 100 to determine 

the percentage that each independent variable contributed to thriving for this specific 

sample. 

RQ3: What predictors (psychological sense of community, spirituality, 

institutional integrity, and commitment to staff welfare) significantly impact thriving for 

student affairs professionals? 

The null hypothesis for research question three was that different predictors do 

not effect thriving in different ways. The relationship between predictor variables and 

overall thriving amongst student affairs professionals was explored to identify if the 

predictors impacted overall thriving and, if so, to what degree and strength were the 

relationships between the predictors and overall thriving. Each predictor had a set of 

questions that participants answered on the survey. A null hypothesis was determined for 

each of the four predictors (psychological sense of community, spirituality, institutional 

integrity, and commitment to staff welfare): (a) there was no relationship between 

psychological sense of community and thriving amongst student affairs professionals, (b) 

there was no relationship between spirituality and thriving amongst student affairs 

professionals, (c) there was no relationship between institutional integrity and thriving 

amongst student affairs professionals, and (d) there was no relationship between 

commitment to staff welfare and thriving amongst student affairs professionals. 

A multiple linear regression test (MLR) illuminated the relationship between the 

continuous dependent variable of overall thriving (DV calculated from mean of items 

represented by IV1 through IV5) and each predictor as continuous independent variables 
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(IV6, IV7, IV8, and IV9). The MLR model for RQ3 had one intercept (β0) and four 

slopes (β1-4): TB= β0 + β1SoC + β2Sp + β3II + β4C + ε. While both positive and negative 

slopes may have been statistically significant, the positive or negative value indicated the 

relationship of the IVs impacts the DV. Following the statistical significance measures 

provided by Mertler and Reinhart (2016), if a coefficient score for each independent 

variable falls between +1.00 or -1.00 it was viewed as contributing to overall thriving for 

student affairs professionals. The coefficient scores for each independent variable were 

multiplied by 100 to determine the percentage that each independent variable contributes 

to overall thriving for this specific sample. 

The multiple linear regression analysis supported identification of which 

predictors (IVs) that the sample of student affairs professionals are significant and 

positively correlated to the dependent variable (DV). Using the level of probability (p-

value) to verify the significance of the data from the sample, the null hypothesis was 

rejected or accepted to answer RQ3. Further, the degree of relationship was found using 

the correlation coefficient percentages to determine the effect that each predictor variable 

(psychological sense of community (IV6), spirituality (IV7), institutional integrity (IV8), 

and commitment to staff welfare (IV9)) had on the dependent variable of thriving (DV). 

To fully answer this research question, the researchers reviewed the data to determine (a) 

statistical significance and (b) degree of relationship between the multiple independent 

variables (psychological sense of community, spirituality, institutional integrity, and 

commitment to staff welfare) in relation to the dependent variable of thriving. 

RQ4: How does thriving differ amongst different generations and functional areas 

of student affairs professionals?  
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Using research question four, the researchers explored how overall thriving varied 

amongst the different generations and functional areas within the sample population of 

student affairs professionals at Thriving University. Two one-way analysis of variance 

(ANOVA) tests identified the differences that existed between the categorical 

demographic independent variables (generation (IV11) and functional area of student 

affairs (IV12)) and their interaction with thriving dependent variable (DV). This test was 

appropriate because “the one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests the significance of 

group differences between two or more means as it analyzes variation between and 

within each group” (Mertler & Reinhart, 2016, p. 15). The null hypothesis for research 

question four was that there were no differences in thriving among the different groups of 

generations and functional areas of student affairs professionals. 

The output of the ANOVA resulted in (a) degrees of freedom, (b) p-value, and (c) 

F ratio for data analysis. As noted earlier, the p-value indicated a degree of significance 

would follow the decision rule of if the p-value < 0.05, then the independent variable 

category was significant. In addition, “a F ratio value near 1.00 indicates that the 

differences between the group are roughly the same as would be expected due to change” 

(Mertler & Reinhart, 2016, p. 73). Degrees of freedom were defined as “the number of 

values that are “free to vary” in a statistical calculation” (LaFountain & Bartos, 2002, p. 

183). To assist with this specific question, degrees of freedom helped to explain the 

within group variation of the sample if there was any variation detected (Mertler & 

Reinhart, 2016; LaFountain & Bartos, 2002).  

Depending on the outcome of the data, one of two post hoc tests might have been 

conducted. If the data met the homogeneity of variances, the research team was to 
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conduct a Tukey’s honestly significant difference (HSD) posttest. Abdi and Williams 

(2010) noted that a significant result from the ANOVA test indicated that at least two 

groups differ from each other, but do not specifically state which. Implementation of a 

Tukey test would have provided clarity of the differences between all groups being 

examined in a study (Abdi & Williams, 2010). Since the ANOVA only provided the 

research team with overall results, the HSD was to provide the research team with 

information regarding the relationships or differences between specific variables which 

were investigated. In contrast, if the data did not meet the homogeneity of variances, then 

a Games Howell post hoc test was to be conducted. This posttest would have better 

explained the differences in confidence intervals between variables and determine which, 

if any, were statistically significant.  

The researchers reviewed the data to detect the differences between the different 

categories. The answer to whether there were differences between the categories of 

independent variables and thriving was determined by (a) statistical significance and (b) 

degree of interaction between the multiple independent variables (generations and 

functional area of student affairs) in relation to the dependent variable of overall thriving. 

RQ5: What impact has the COVID-19 global pandemic had on thriving for 

student affairs professionals? 

To better explore the working environment of student affairs professionals, it was 

important to examine the current global pandemic of COVID 19 impacting everyone’s 

life. The most recent novel coronavirus variant, COVID-19, was declared a global 

pandemic by The World Health Organization (WHO) in 2020 (Cucinotta & Vanelli, 

2020) and disrupted many businesses, operations, and lifestyles – specifically for this 
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study, student affairs work within higher education. The null hypothesis for the final 

research question was that the COVID-19 pandemic had not impacted overall thriving. 

For this research question, two tests assisted the researchers in answering this question. 

The two tests were (a) bivariate correlation followed by (b) a simple linear regression. 

Reviewing the results of these two tests clarified the impact between the continuous 

dependent variable of overall thriving (DV found from mean of items represented by IV1 

through IV5) and the continuous COVID-19 global pandemic independent variable 

(IV10) to answer this research question.  

LaFountain and Bartos (2002) shared that the statistical indices that were to be 

used to indicate either positive or negative directions as well as strength of relationship 

between variables are called correlation coefficients. Mertler and Reinhart (2016) noted 

that “the Pearson correlation coefficient, the most commonly used bivariate correlation 

technique, measures the association between two quantitative variables” (p. 14). In 

contrast, a bivariate regression was to be used in predicting the influence of the 

independent variable on the dependent variable. The bivariate correlation was optimal for 

analysis of this research question. Bivariate correlation allowed for exploration between 

one quantitative predictor variable (IV10) and a single dependent outcome variable (DV) 

(Mertler & Reinhart, 2016) and helped to determine the predictive or causal relationship 

between the variables. The Pearson correlation coefficient quantified the relationship 

between two continuous variables for data analysis (Cody, 2016).  

Once a relationship was established, the researchers anticipated a certain degree 

of impact between the COVID-19 global pandemic outcome variable on overall thriving 

for student affairs professionals. A simple linear regression was to be used to determine 
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the degree or impact between the two variables. The expectation was that differences in 

the COVID-19 global pandemic variable (IV10) were to result in differences in overall 

thriving (DV). The output of the bivariate correlation was the Pearson correlation 

coefficient (R). The output of the simple linear regression was (a) p-value and (b) F ratio 

for data analysis. As noted earlier, the p-value indicated a degree of significance that 

followed the decision rule if a p-value < 0.05, then the independent variable category was 

significant. The F ratio value “near 1.00 will indicate that the differences between the 

group are roughly the same as would be expected due to change” (Mertler & Reinhart, 

2016, p. 73).  

To answer RQ5, the relationship between the COVID-19 global pandemic 

outcome variable (IV10) and thriving (DV), the Pearson correlation coefficient from the 

bivariate correlation test was used. Then, a simple linear regression was used to 

determine the impact between the COVID-19 global pandemic variable (IV10) and 

overall thriving (DV) for the sample of student affairs professionals. The level of 

probability explained the significance of the data from the sample. The F ratio was used 

to determine the degree of interaction between the COVID-19 global pandemic variable 

(IV10) and overall thriving (DV) to determine if the null hypothesis was to be rejected or 

accepted.  

To fully answer this research question, the researchers reviewed the data to detect 

the impact the COVID-19 global pandemic has had on thriving for student affairs 

professionals. The relationship between the two variables was determined by (a) Pearson 

correlation coefficient and then analyzed for impact to determine (b) statistical 

significance and (c) degree of interaction in relation to the dependent variable of thriving. 
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Themes and Improvements 

Responses from three supplemental open-ended questions were used to provide 

insight into the quantitative results for research questions RQ1 and RQ5. The questions 

were: “What has happened this semester that has shaped your assessment of your own 

thriving?” (RQ1), “How has your thriving here changed over the past year?” (RQ1), and 

“How has COVID-19 affected your ability to thrive in your role at this institution?” 

(RQ5). The results were reviewed for common themes among the responses. The 

responses were ranked as being “positive,” “negative,” “neutral,” or a “combination” of 

both positive and negative. 

The researchers of the current study examined the concept of thriving to 

understand more about the conditions under which student affairs professionals thrive, 

those conditions that did not promote thriving, and to find out where differences were. 

Ultimately, understanding conditions that affected thriving and the thriving of student 

affairs professionals was to be used to helps managers, leaders, and professional 

organizations develop work environments that promote thriving as well as assist graduate 

programs in better preparing future student affairs professionals to thrive. The research 

questions of this study focused on exploring variables that contributed to overall thriving 

or may have impacted overall thriving for student affairs professionals. Based on the 

results found from analyzing the data gained from this study through each research 

question, a statistical foundation from this research was developed to advance potential 

improvements to optimize and support overall thriving in the student affairs workforce. It 

was anticipated that this research would provide a greater understanding of how overall 

thriving was experienced through constructs, predictors, COVID-19, and demographics 
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of the student affairs professionals and to improve the student affairs work experience in 

the future. 

Chapter Summary  

 Research on thriving in the workplace has been based in the positive psychology 

movement. To explore thriving in student affairs professionals at Thriving University, 

Seligman’s (2011) model of well-being model was used as the conceptual framework to 

guide this study. This model included positive emotion, engagement, relationships, 

meaning and accomplishment all combined to support the ultimate outcome of well-

being: flourishing or thriving (Seligman, 2011). As a conceptual framework in which to 

study the level of thriving in student affairs professionals, Seligman (2011) provided a 

holistic lens through which thriving was viewed. This model was used by Schreiner 

(personal communication, October 11, 2020) to develop an instrument to study thriving 

in faculty and administrators in higher education of which the validated portions were 

used in this study.  

Using Schreiner’s Thriving Quotient for Staff and Administrators (TQ-SA) as the 

instrument, this study explored the research areas to determine how student affairs 

professionals experience overall thriving, which constructs of Seligman’s (2011) well-

being model contribute to overall thriving among student affairs professionals, the 

relationship of predictors to thriving in student affairs professionals, what differences 

existed in overall thriving among student affairs professionals based on the different 

generations and functional areas, and the impact which COVID-19 had on overall 

thriving for student affairs professionals. Results from the instrument were examined 

using appropriate data analysis techniques and presented for interpretation. It was 
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anticipated that while some student affairs professionals were not thriving, there had to be 

some who were thriving providing insight into which areas may be capitalized on to 

promote thriving in the work environment. 

Chapter Four presents results and findings, while Chapter Five presents a 

discussion of action items to address the problem of practice. Ultimately, understanding 

conditions that affect the thriving of student affairs professionals can help managers, 

leaders, and professional organizations develop work environments that promote thriving 

as well as assist graduate programs in preparing future student affairs professionals to 

thrive. Supporting a thriving workforce of student affairs professionals was viewed to 

ensure that those professionals would be active, growing, contributing, and making 

positive impacts on students and supporting the endeavors of the institution. An 

exploration of thriving for student affairs professionals was thought to be a benefit to a 

variety of audiences and support sustainable workplace environments for current and 

future student affairs professionals.  
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Chapter Four 

Results 

Student affairs professionals are employees at colleges or universities who work 

in offices and divisions which support student learning and development (Long, 2012). 

They are at the forefront of providing critical services to ensure student success. Student 

affairs professionals typically include admissions and enrollment management, academic 

advising, housing and residence life, student activities, athletics, disability services, new 

student programs, and multicultural student services (Love, 2013). As a result of their 

work with students and the multitude of roles they play across college and university 

campuses, some student affairs professionals experience job dissatisfaction and burnout, 

which results in turnover. While job dissatisfaction and burnout occur among some 

student affairs professionals, there are those who are thriving as student affairs 

professionals. In this study, workplace thriving, referred herein as thriving is defined as 

positive engagement in meaningful work, connecting to others at a deeper level, and 

being optimistic about one’s present and future life (L. Schreiner, personal 

communication, October 11, 2020). 

The purpose of this study is to explore the experience of thriving for student 

affairs professionals to discover which constructs and predictors are related to their level 

of thriving. In conjunction with this study’s purpose the researchers will examine the 

following research questions: 

RQ1: How do student affairs professionals experience thriving? 
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RQ2: How strongly correlated are the PERMA constructs (positive emotion, 

engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishments) with thriving for student 

affairs professionals? 

RQ3: What predictors (psychological sense of community, spirituality, 

institutional integrity, and commitment to staff welfare) significantly impact thriving for 

student affairs professionals? 

RQ4: How does thriving differ amongst different generations and functional areas 

of student affairs professionals? 

RQ5: What impact has the COVID-19 global pandemic had on thriving for 

student affairs professionals? 

Data Collection 

To examine thriving in student affairs professionals, the research team used a 

quantitative exploratory methodology. A quantitative research design was appropriate to 

obtain "quantitative or numeric descriptions of trends, attitudes, or opinions in a 

population by studying a sample of the population” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 12). 

The study variables were identified, related to questions, and tested with statistical 

procedures. A quantitative research design allowed the researchers to identify specific 

independent variables to thriving and relate those variables for analysis (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). Other benefits of a quantitative research design included the 

replicability of the study, focus on specific information to narrow the focus, and ability to 

answer research questions. The researchers were able to numerically determine the 

relationship of the variables to overall thriving. The research team decided to use a 
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quantitative research design as an existing survey was available and appropriate for use in 

the study population. 

Framework and Instrument 

The research team’s exploration of thriving was propelled by a multidimensional 

framework of thriving to provide a more holistic view of the experience of thriving for 

student affairs professionals. Seligman's (2011) PERMA constructs served as the 

framework for this research study. In his research on authentic happiness, Seligman 

(2011) proposed that the constructs of positive emotion (P), engagement (E), 

relationships (R), meaning (M), and accomplishment (A) support the presence of 

flourishing, also known as thriving, for individuals. Positive emotion referred to the 

pursuit of a pleasant life, or overall happiness (Seligman, 2011). Seligman (2011) 

described the engagement construct as a state of being completely absorbed in an activity 

and used the term “flow” to describe this feeling. The relationship construct was based on 

social connectedness, such that those who are thriving have healthy connections to people 

who listen to them, support them, and spend time with them (Schreiner, 2010c). Meaning 

was defined by Seligman (2011) as “belonging to and serving something that you believe 

is bigger than the self” (p. 17). Accomplishment was achieving something for its own 

sake (Seligman, 2011). A sense of accomplishment could be a factor supporting thriving 

or flourishing in the work environment since employees were accomplishing tasks and 

experiencing successes at work. 

The researchers obtained approval to use the Thriving Quotient for Staff and 

Administrators (TQ-SA) (Appendix C) from the instrument’s author, Dr. Laurie 

Schreiner. Dr. Schreiner created the TQ-SA after researching thriving undergraduate, 
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graduate, and faculty in the higher education setting. The TQ-SA incorporated 

Seligman’s (2011) PERMA constructs to investigate thriving, identified predictor 

variables for thriving specific to staff and administrators, and an outcome variable based 

on the COVID-19 pandemic. Dr. Schreiner’s past and ongoing research on thriving can 

be found in higher education professional journals, publications, and presentations 

(https://www.thrivingincollege.org/). 

For this study, the TQ-SA (Appendix A) consisted of questions that aligned to the 

following sections: (a) demographics, (b) PERMA constructs of thriving, (c) Schreiner’s 

identified predictors of thriving, (d) Schreiner’s identified outcome of thriving as 

impacted by COVID-19, and (e) supplemental information. The TQ-SA contained a total 

of 54 items. Demographic questions asked characteristics of each respondent including 

generation and functional area. The generations consisted of the Silent Generation, Baby 

Boomer, Generation X, Millennials and Generation Z. Student affairs professionals 

ranged across four functional areas which were clustered by similar work areas into 

student success, student enrollment, student engagement and student support. 

Of the 54 items on the TQ-SA survey tool, 20 survey questions were distributed 

among the five PERMA constructs (four questions each): positive emotion (P), 

engagement (E), relationships (R), meaning (M), and accomplishment (A). Questions on 

the survey that measured the PERMA constructs include: (P) “I look for the best in 

situations, even when things seem hopeless,” (E) “I feel energized by my work at this 

institution,” (R) “My immediate supervisor cares about me as a person,” (M) “I feel 

valued by my colleagues,” and (A) “I am able to do what I love much of the time at this 

institution.” The questions for each construct were rated on a 6-point Likert scale which 
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included: 1 (strongly disagree), 2 (disagree), 3 (somewhat disagree), 4 (somewhat 

agree), 5 (agree), or 6 (strongly agree). The scores from the questions for each construct 

were combined into a mean for each PERMA construct. The mean of the five PERMA 

constructs also provided the overall thriving.  

Thriving occurs on a continuum, therefore overall thriving represented a range in 

which an individual thrives rather than the conclusion that an individual is thriving or not. 

In this study, thriving was neither on nor off but occurred on a spectrum. Furthermore, 

there was no level of thriving which represented a minimum desired level of thriving, but 

a higher overall thriving score would indicate someone was experiencing higher levels of 

thriving while a lower overall thriving score would indicate an individual was 

experiencing a lower level of thriving. It would be preferable for an individual to 

experience a higher level of thriving than a lower level of thriving. By examining the 

overall concept of thriving measured by the combination of the constructs, the 

researchers were able to identify specific constructs that were contributing to thriving or 

not and how to support student affairs professionals in these areas. 

To explore four potential predictors of thriving, 18 survey questions were 

distributed across the different areas: psychological sense of community (8 questions), 

spirituality (3 questions), institutional integrity (3 questions), and staff welfare (4 

questions). A 6-point Likert scale was also used for the participants to indicate if they 1 

(strongly disagree), 2 (disagree), 3 (somewhat disagree), 4 (somewhat agree), 5 (agree), 

or 6 (strongly agree) with the survey question prompt. Participants responded to the 

randomly ordered predictor items which included statements such as “I feel like I belong 

here,” “My spiritual or religious beliefs provide me with a sense of strength when life is 



153 
 

   
 

difficult,” “This institution was accurately portrayed to me during the hiring process,” 

and “Diverse perspectives are valued within this institution.” These questions aimed to 

help the research team to understand the respondent’s emotional experiences as a student 

affairs professional. The researchers calculated a mean score for each predictor variable 

using the responses to the questions for each of these variables during the data analysis 

phase of the study. 

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic was explored through seven survey 

questions in which participants provided their perspectives on how Thriving University 

had responded to the crisis. Participants responded to items such as “Overall, senior 

leadership has done a good job helping staff adapt to the changes at the institution 

brought on by the spread of COVID-19.” Participants were asked three supplemental 

questions to explore how they felt regarding their work life and one survey question was 

asked to discover how participants viewed their experience of thriving based on the 

specific definition of thriving which incorporated PERMA. Finally, to gather additional 

information about their experience of thriving during the COVID-19 pandemic, study 

participants were asked to respond to three open-ended questions.  

Procedure 

Utilizing a quantitative, exploratory study, the research team sent survey 

invitations to 190 student affairs professionals at a public university in the Midwest, 

referred to in this study as Thriving University. The survey included the Thriving 

Quotient for Student Affairs Professionals (TQ-SA) as well as demographic questions 

specific to this study. Additional predictors which may impact thriving were also 
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measured based on experiences of student affairs professionals while the COVID-19 

global pandemic was occurring.  

Before beginning data collection, the research team received approval from the 

Institutional Research Board (IRB) at the University of Missouri – St. Louis and Thriving 

University. A copy of IRB approval is included in Appendix F. The survey, including the 

TQ-SA questions, was administered via a Qualtrics electronic survey. A copy of the 

survey may be found in Appendix A. The survey contained informed consent prompts at 

the beginning to remind participants of the purpose of the study and intended use for 

research as part of a co-authored doctoral dissertation. The research team also reinforced 

confidentiality of responses as well as expectations for length of time to complete the 

survey. Participation was voluntary and anonymous, with only the researchers seeing the 

responses of each participant. The anonymous results were also shared with Dr. 

Schreiner. Respondent information was secured via a password protected Qualtrics 

account. Survey data was automatically backed up nightly. The data was controlled by 

the researchers of this study. Compiled data was downloaded from Qualtrics and securely 

stored in a password-protected Excel document that was only accessible to the authors of 

this study. All identifying information was removed once data was compiled. Participants 

were individually coded with a unique identifier that was used to analyze participant 

responses in the data analysis software. The survey and all respondent data were deleted 

upon completion of dissertation defense. 

Potential participants were initially contacted in the morning of February 17, 2021 

by a respected dean at Thriving University informing them of the project and 

encouraging participants to watch for the invitation email (Appendix E). Participants then 
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received the official invitation via email in the afternoon on February 17, 2021, with a 

link to the survey (Appendix E). The invitation email was sent to 190 potential 

participants, and two reminder emails were sent at week two and three of data collection. 

The survey was open and available to participants to complete for 30 days to provide 

adequate time to complete the survey. The survey closed on March 18, 2021. A total of 

116 out of 190 student affairs professionals invited to participate in the study, completed 

the survey for a response rate of 61%. The responses to the survey were downloaded 

from Qualtrics and analyzed using Microsoft Excel and SAS Studio.  

Participants 

Thriving University was selected as the research site due to convenience 

sampling. Convenience sampling is used when participants are “available and willing to 

take the survey” (Fink, 2017, p. 94). Several members of the research team have working 

knowledge of the university and access to the sample population. Participants were 

currently employed at Thriving University and were identified by their role in a student 

affairs functional area holding a position that was considered entry-level or higher and 

required a bachelor’s degree or higher. Participants were from three generations: Baby 

Boomer (1946-1964), Generation X (1965-1980) and Millennial (1981-1996) generation. 

Most (87.1%) of the participants were from the Generation X (46.6%) or the Millennial 

generation (40.5%). No participants from the Silent Generation (1928-1945) and 

Generation Z (1997-2012) responded to the survey. Descriptive statistics (frequencies 

and percentages) for the generations are shown in Table 2 and functional areas in Table 3.  
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Table 2 

Generations 

Generation Frequency Percent 
Baby Boomer (1946-1964) 15 12.9 
Generation X (1965-1980) 54 46.6 
Millennials (1981-1996) 47 40.5 
Total 116 100.0 

 

The functional areas for the 116 survey participants consisted of student success 

(academic advising, career development, learning support services), student enrollment 

(admissions, enrollment management, financial aid, registration), student engagement 

(housing and residence life, student involvement) and student support (campus recreation, 

counseling and health services, disability support services, diversity and inclusion, 

international student services, and veteran’s services). Nearly half (46.6%) of the student 

affairs professionals who participated in the survey, belonged to the student success 

functional area. 

 

Table 3 

Functional Areas 

Functional Areas Frequency Percent 
Student Success 54 46.6 
Student Enrollment 24 20.7 
Student Engagement 15 12.9 
Student Support 23 19.8 
Total 116 100.0 

 

Preliminary Analysis 

For this study a variety of variables were measured in order to explore thriving in 

student affairs professionals and to specifically answer the research questions. The 
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dependent variable was the overall thriving (DV) which was a calculated mean using the 

responses to the questions in the five PERMA constructs. One group of independent 

variables were the five PERMA constructs that support overall thriving: positive emotion 

(IV1), engagement (IV2), relationships (IV3), meaning (IV4), and accomplishments 

(IV5). This data from this group of independent variables, along with the data from the 

dependent variable, were used to answer the first and second research questions.  

The second group of independent variables included the four predictor variables 

identified by Schreiner: psychological sense of community (IV6), spirituality (IV7), 

institutional integrity (IV8), and commitment to staff welfare (IV9). It was thought that 

these independent variables might be important predictors of overall thriving and would 

be considered predictor variables because they “predict an outcome of interest” (Creswell 

& Creswell, 2018, p. 51). This data from this group of independent variables, along with 

the dependent variable, were used to answer the third research question.  

Two demographic independent variables were generation (IV11) and functional 

area (IV12) of student affairs professionals. The categorical data from these two variables 

along with the data from the dependent variable were used to answer research question 

four. The last independent variable was the COVID-19 global pandemic outcome (IV10). 

This variable along with the dependent variable were used to answer research question 

five. Additional data was collected from the supplemental questions and while the 

responses were not used to answer any of the research questions, the data provided some 

additional information about the experience of thriving of student affairs professionals 

during a pandemic. 
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Schreiner (personal communication, October 11, 2020) provided validation and 

reliability statistical analysis for the TQ for faculty which was closest to the TQ-SA 

instrument used in this research study. Since only small language changes were made to 

the instrument to administer to student affairs professionals, the researchers benchmarked 

the reliability and validity found from the TQ for faculty with the TQ-SA. Although TQ-

SA is a new tool, we compared the Cronbach alpha from the TQ for faculty of 0.94 

(personal communication, October 11, 2020). This score represented a reliable coefficient 

for optimal internal consistency (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). For this study, the 

Cronbach alpha of the TQ-SA was found to be 0.96. Table 4 shows the Cronbach alpha 

scores for each variable or item generated from more than one question within the TQ-

SA. Of note, there were four questions within the supplemental section that were 

measured on 6-point Likert scales. These supplemental items were included in the overall 

instrument Cronbach alpha calculation; however, the thriving self-reported question is 

not included in Table 4 since it was a score generated from a single question and the 

Cronbach alpha cannot be calculated for a single question. The three remaining questions, 

the supplemental positivity questions, are included for review but not specific to the 

research questions of the study. Based on the 0.96 Cronbach alpha score, the TQ-SA 

instrument was found to be reliable for the study. 
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Table 4 

Cronbach Alpha of TQ-SA 

Variable Statistic (α) 
Overall TQ-SA .96 
Positive Emotion (IV) .65 
Engagement (IV) .67 
Relationships  (IV) .69 
Meaning  (IV) .74 
Accomplishments (IV) .63 
Sense of Community (IV) .89 
Spirituality (IV) .94 
Institutional Integrity (IV) .84 
Commitment to Staff Welfare  (IV) .88 
COVID-19 (IV) 
Supplemental Positivity Questions 

.92 

.90 

Note. 49 items in TQ-SA with 6-point Likert scales 
 

The researchers considered if the interval data fields were normally distributed by 

running a Goodness-of-Fit test (Kolmogorov-Smirnov). A Goodness-of-Fit test is used to 

assess the normality of the distributions of the overall thriving and means of the PERMA 

constructs. Goodness-of-Fit is expressed as the probability of D (the KS test statistic). If 

the probability of D was less than alpha (p) = 0.05, then we rejected the null hypothesis 

(Ho). Since for all the variables, p = 0.01, which is less than p = 0.05, then we failed to 

reject Ho and concluded the variables were not normally distributed, as noted in Table 5. 
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Table 5 

Goodness-of-Fit Tests for Normal Distribution, Kolmogorov-Smirnov test 

Variable Statistic (D) 
Overall Thriving (DV) .16* 
   Positive Emotion (IV) .18* 
   Engagement (IV) .14* 
   Relationships  (IV) .14* 
   Meaning  (IV) .18* 
   Accomplishments (IV) .17* 
Sense of Community (IV) .11* 
Spirituality (IV) .16* 
Institutional Integrity (IV) .21* 
Commitment to Staff Welfare  (IV) .15* 
COVID-19 (IV) .14* 

Note. N = 116, *p-value < 0.01  
 

Research Question Results 

For each research question, a series of statistical tests were conducted. The results 

for each research question are provided in the next section of this chapter.  

Research Question One Results 

The first research question (RQ1) was “How do student affairs professionals 

experience thriving?” Descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) were utilized 

to address research question one. Analysis of each PERMA (positive emotion, 

engagement, relationship, meaning and accomplishments) construct was used to 

substantiate the understanding of how student affairs professionals experience thriving. 

Each construct was rated on a 6-point Likert scale and a mean score was calculated based 

on the questions which fell into each construct. Additionally, overall thriving was 

determined based on the mean of the Likert responses to the 20 questions across the 
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PERMA constructs. Overall thriving and the means of each PERMA construct, which are 

continuous variables, were analyzed using SAS Studio.  

For the purpose of this study, thriving was interpreted based on the overall 

thriving mean score calculated for each participant. The overall thriving scores were 

generated from the PERMA questions throughout the TQ-SA. Each participant received 

an overall thriving score that fell between 1.0 (Minimum) and 6.0 (Maximum). Following 

this model, the researchers reviewed the data collected from participants to determine if 

student affairs professionals were thriving at lower levels or higher levels based on their 

overall thriving scores. An overall thriving score which fell within the range of 1.00 to 

3.99 was interpreted as a lower level of thriving. An overall thriving score which fell 

within 4.00 to 6.00 was interpreted as a higher level of thriving. The results of this study 

found that 88% (n = 102) of participants are experiencing thriving on a higher level and 

12% (n = 14) of participants are experiencing thriving at a lower level (Table 6).  

 

Table 6 

Overall Thriving Statistics 

Thriving Scores n Frequency Level of Thriving 
Between 1.00 and 3.99 
Between 4.00 and 6.00 

14 
102 

12% 
88% 

Lower 
Higher 

Note. N = 116 

 
The mean score of the overall thriving for participants in the study was 4.76 (SD = 

0.67) out of 6.0. The mean scores for each construct were calculated based on responses 

to the 6-point Likert scale questions that measured each construct (Table 7). Mean scores 

for each PERMA construct ranged from the lowest variable average of engagement (IV2) 
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with 4.43 to the highest of accomplishments (IV5) with 4.90, which fell within the “very 

high” score range. 

 

Table 7 

PERMA Constructs and Overall Thriving Descriptive Statistics 

Variable Mean SD Mode Min Max Median 
Positive Emotion 
Engagement 
Relationship 
Meaning 
Accomplishment 
Overall Thriving 

4.77 
4.43 
4.80 
4.89 
4.90 
4.75 

0.71 
0.83 
0.84 
0.77 
0.70 
0.66 

4.75 
4.50 
5.25 
4.75 
5.00 
5.15 

2.50 
2.00 
2.50 
1.75 
3.00 
2.80 

6.00 
5.75 
6.00 
6.00 
6.00 
5.95 

4.75 
4.50 
5.00 
5.00 
5.00 
4.85 

Note. N = 116 
 

The open-ended questions in the supplemental section helped to better understand 

the context of this research question. The results were reviewed for common themes 

among the responses. The responses were ranked as being “positive,” “negative,” 

“neutral,” or a “combination” of both positive and negative. The first open-ended 

question was “What has happened this semester that has shaped your assessment of your 

own thriving?” There were 95 participants who responded to this question. Of the 

responses, 25% (n = 17) leaned towards a negative response, indicating lower thriving 

and 62% (n = 43) leaned towards a positive response, indicating a higher level of 

thriving. The responses were codified in themes but even within similar themes, there 

was a mix of positive and negative. For example, many participants listed remote work as 

a factor impacting their level of thriving. Some saw it as a positive aspect of thriving as it 

improved work/life balance and created more flexibility and freedom. Others, however, 
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saw the inequity of remote work situations as a negative aspect of their thriving. Other 

prominent themes and example quotes are provided in Appendix G.  

The second open-ended question in the supplemental section was “How has your 

thriving here changed over the past year?” There were 92 participants who responded to 

this question. The responses to this question were also ranked as being “positive,” 

“negative,” “neutral,” or a “combination” of both positive and negative. Of the responses, 

48% (n = 42) leaned towards a negative view of thriving while 36% (n = 32) leaned 

towards the positive. Some recurring themes were a lack of connections/relationships, a 

sense of unfair work distribution with some employees working in a remote format and 

others required to be on campus and both positive and negative aspects of work from 

home. Some example quotes are provided in Appendix H. It is clear from the responses 

that most participants who responded about a remote working environment had found 

ways to thrive in that environment. 

Research Question Two Results 

Research question two was “How strongly correlated are the PERMA constructs 

(positive emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishments) with 

thriving for student affairs professionals?” In research question two the research team 

used a Pearson correlation coefficient (r) to explore the relationships between the 

PERMA constructs and overall thriving for student affairs professionals. Cody (2016) 

stated that the Pearson correlation coefficient measures the “strength of the relationship 

between two variables” (p. 152). While there are several ways to measure these 

relationships, Cody (2016) stated that Pearson is the most common. One concern with a 

Pearson correlation coefficient was the presence of outliers (Cody, 2016). Based on the 
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box and whisker plots produced in the descriptive statistics, there were outliers in the 

overall thriving and the PERMA constructs. Since these outliers in this study were a 

natural part of the population response, they were not removed. 

The null hypothesis for research question two was that there would be no 

correlation between the PERMA constructs and thriving for student affairs professionals. 

A correlation matrix table was produced showing the relationship for each independent 

variable and the dependent variable. The correlation matrix table showed the relationship 

between each of the independent variables and allowed the researchers to identify any 

particularly strong relationships. Within the correlation matrix table, correlation value 

and the level of probability (p-value) was calculated. The p-value verified the 

significance of the correlation. The correlation coefficient is expected to range from 

+1.00 to -1.00 (Mertler & Reinhard, 2016). Pearson correlation analysis determined a 

strong positive relationship between all the individual PERMA constructs of positive 

emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning and accomplishments to overall thriving. A 

positive value (greater than zero) indicated a positive relationship between the variables 

(Cody, 2016). This meant that as the independent variables increased, so did the 

dependent variable. A correlation coefficient less than 0.35 was considered a weak 

correlation, 0.36 to 0.67 was considered a modest correlation, 0.68 to 1.0 was considered 

a high correlation (Taylor, 1990). A correlation coefficient greater than 0.90 was 

considered a very high correlation (Taylor, 1990). The correlation coefficients of each 

independent variable to the dependent variable of overall thriving are shown in Table 8. 
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Table 8 

Pearson Correlation Analysis Between the PERMA Constructs and Overall Thriving  

PERMA Constructs  r-value 
Positive Emotion  .84* 
Engagement  .89* 
Relationships  .85* 
Meaning .90* 
Accomplishment .84* 

Note. N = 116, *p < 0.001 

 
Based on the correlation values of .84 to .90, there was a high correlation between 

all the individual constructs and overall thriving. Based on a Pearson correlation 

coefficient, the relationship with the highest correlation (r = .90) was between the 

meaning construct (IV4) and overall thriving (DV). Also, based on a Pearson’s 

correlation coefficient, the relationships with the lowest correlation with overall thriving 

(DV) were the positive emotion (IV1) and accomplishment (IV5) constructs (r = .84). 

Multiplying each squared coefficient score (R2) by 100 produced the percentage of 

variances and indicated the percentage that each independent variable contributed to 

overall thriving for this sample (Mertler & Reinhard, 2016). Positive emotion contributed 

71% to overall thriving, engagement contributed 79% to overall thriving, relationships 

contributed 72% to overall thriving, meaning contributed 81% to overall thriving, and 

accomplishment contributed 71% to overall thriving in this sample.  

A person with a higher score of overall thriving would be likely to have a higher 

score on each of the individual constructs within PERMA. Given this interpretation, it 

seems likely that an average participant would look for the best in situations, even when 

things seem hopeless (one question in positive emotion), feel energized by the work at 

this institution (one question in engagement), have good friends at the institution (one 
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question in relationships), believe they make a difference in the life of students at (one 

question in meaning) and tend to achieve the meaningful goals they set for themselves 

(one question in accomplishment). 

Research Question Three Results 

Research question three (RQ3) was “What predictors (psychological sense of 

community, spirituality, institutional integrity, and commitment to staff welfare) 

significantly impact thriving for student affairs professionals?” To determine the 

relationship between the continuous dependent variable of overall thriving (DV) and each 

of the independent variable predictors, a multiple linear regression was conducted. The 

predictors were psychological sense of community (IV6), spirituality (IV7), institutional 

integrity (IV8), and commitment to staff welfare (IV9). The null hypothesis determined 

for each of these predictors was that there was no relationship between the predictors and 

overall thriving of student affairs professionals.  

As part of the multiple regression analysis Root Mean Square Error (RMSE), R-

square (R2), and Parameter Estimates were conducted. Root mean square error (RMSE) 

was used as a measure of model precision for multiple linear regression. Higher values 

equal lower precision and lower values equal higher precision (Cody, 2016). The results 

for this population were a RMSE of 0.39 for overall thriving (DV) which meant that the 

model for this study was more accurate and precise. The R2 score measures the amount of 

variability in the dependent variable explained by the independent variables. A higher R2 

score is used to better explain differences and changes in the dependent variable. (Cohen, 

1988; Cohen, 1992). Results of the multiple regression (Table 9) found that the four 

predictors accounted for 66% of the variance (R2 = .6601, F(4, 111) = 53.9, p < .0001). 
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For this analysis, the R2 was found to be high (adjusted R2 = 0.66 or about 66%) for the 

variability in average overall thriving explained by psychological sense of community, 

spirituality, institutional integrity, and commitment to staff welfare. In this case, adjusted 

R2 (0.65) is not considerably different than R2 (0.66). The overall null hypothesis stated 

that overall thriving had no relationship with the predictors psychological sense of 

community, spirituality, institutional integrity, or commitment to staff welfare. The 

decision rule stated that if p < 0.05, the null hypothesis would be rejected. Since for the 

multiple regression p < 0.05, the researchers rejected the null hypothesis and concluded 

that a relationship between overall thriving and the four predictors existed. 

Table 9 

Predictors of Overall Thriving 

Measure Psychological Sense 
of Community 

Spirituality Institutional 
Integrity 

Commitment to 
Staff Welfare 

F(4,111) η2 
 

  M SD M SD M SD M SD     
Overall 

Thriving 
4.05 0.95 3.90 1.64 4.38 1.07 4.13 1.11 53.9 0.66 

Note. N = 116 

 

Parameter estimates were conducted to determine the specific impact each 

predictor variable had on overall thriving. In the parameter estimates there was one 

intercept and four slopes (Table 10). A null hypothesis was created for the intercept (β0) 

and each of the independent variables (β1-β4). For the intercept, the null hypothesis stated 

if the p-value was less than 0.05, the null hypothesis would be rejected. It was concluded 

that since p < .0001, which is less than 0.05, the null hypothesis was rejected. Parameter 

estimates indicated a significant impact of the individual predictors of psychological 

sense of community (t = 5.33, p < .0001), spirituality (t = 2.50, p = 0.0139) and 
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institutional integrity (t = 3.07, p = .0027) on overall thriving of student affairs 

professionals.  

For the predictor of psychological sense of community (β1) since p < .0001, which 

is less than 0.05, the null hypothesis was rejected, and psychological sense of community 

was determined to be a significant predictor of overall thriving among student affairs 

professionals. For the predictor of spirituality (β2) since p = 0.0001, which is less than 

0.05, the null hypothesis was rejected, and spirituality was determined to be a significant 

predictor of overall thriving among student affairs professionals. For the predictor of 

institutional integrity (β3) since p = 0.003, which is less than 0.05, the null hypothesis was 

rejected, and institutional integrity was determined to be a significant predictor of overall 

thriving among student affairs professionals. For the predictor of commitment to staff 

welfare (β4) since p = 0.37, which is not less than 0.05, the null hypothesis was accepted, 

and commitment to staff welfare was determined to not be a significant predictor of 

overall thriving among student affairs professionals. 

 

Table 10 

Parameter Estimates, Predictors 

Variable Parameter Estimate Standard 
Error 

t-Value Sig 
 DF E   
Intercept 1 2.23 0.18 12.05 <0.0001* 
Sense of Community 1 0.42 0.07 5.33 <0.0001* 
Spirituality 1 0.05 0.02 2.50 0.0139* 
Institutional Integrity 1 0.18 0.06 3.07 0.0027* 
Commitment to Staff Welfare 1 -0.05 0.06 -0.90 0.3727 

Note. N = 116. *p <.05 
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Research Question Four Results 

Research question four (RQ4) explored “How does thriving differ amongst 

different generations and functional areas of student affairs professionals?” Two one-way 

analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests were used for this examination. The “one-way 

analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests the significance of group differences between two or 

more means as it analyzes variation between and within each group” (Mertler & 

Reinhard, 2016, p.15). The null hypothesis for research question four was that there 

would be no differences in overall thriving among the different groups of generations and 

functional areas of student affairs professionals would be detected. The output of each 

ANOVA provided (a) degrees of freedom, (b) p-value, and (c) F ratio for data analysis. 

The p-value indicates a degree of significance. In each analysis, the decision rule used 

was if the p-value < 0.05, then the independent variable category is significant. In 

addition, “a F ratio value near 1.00 indicates that the differences between the group are 

roughly the same as would be expected due to change” (Mertler & Reinhard, 2016, p. 

73). Degrees of freedom are defined as “the number of values that are “free to vary” in a 

statistical calculation” (LaFountain & Bartos, 2002, p. 183). To assist with this specific 

question, degrees of freedom will help explain the within group variation of the sample 

(Mertler & Reinhard, 2016; LaFountain & Bartos, 2002).  

For the first part of research question four (RQ4A) which examined the 

relationship between generation and overall thriving, of the 116 participants, 15 belonged 

to the Baby Boomer generation, 54 to Generation X, and 47 belonged to the Millennial 

generation. There were no respondents from the Silent Generation or Generation Z. 

While overall thriving was determined to not be normally distributed in each of the 
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generations and there were several outliers present in the data, it was determined that the 

variances were homogenous. A one-way ANOVA was conducted to compare the effect 

of generation (IV11) on the overall thriving (DV). The analysis of variance (Table 11) 

results substantiated the conclusion that the effect of generations (IV11) on the overall 

thriving (DV) was not significant, F(2,113) = 2.23, p = 0.11. Since the p-value is greater 

than 0.05, then the null hypothesis cannot be rejected indicating that there is no difference 

in overall thriving from one generation to another. Since the results of the ANOVA were 

not significant, no post hoc analysis was conducted. 

 

Table 11 

Means, Standard Deviations, and One-Way Analysis of Variance in Overall Thriving by 

Generation 

Measure Baby Boomers 
n = 15 

Generation X 
 

n = 54 

Millennial 
 

n = 47 

F(2,113) η2 

 

  M SD M SD M SD     
Overall 

Thriving 
5.09 0.46 4.73 0.69 4.68 0.67 2.23* 0.037 

Note. N = 116, *p = 0.11 
 

For the second part of research question four (RQ4B) the research team examined 

differences in overall thriving (DV) based on the functional area in which respondents 

worked (IV12). The student affairs functions were clustered into the following areas and 

respondents selected the functional area cluster in which they worked: student success (n 

= 54); student enrollment (n = 24); student engagement (n = 15); and student support (n = 

23). While the overall thriving was determined to not be normally distributed and that 

there were several outliers present in the data, it was determined that the variances were 
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homogenous. With the understanding that the normality distribution was in question and 

the variances appear homogenous, a one-way ANOVA was employed to objectively 

answer the second part of research question four. Results from the analysis of variance 

(Table 12) supported the conclusion that the effect of generations on overall thriving was 

not significant, F(3,112) = 1.46, p = 0.23. Since the p-value is greater than 0.05, then the 

null hypothesis cannot be rejected indicating that there is no difference in overall thriving 

from one functional area to another. Since the results of the ANOVA were not 

significant, no post hoc analysis was conducted. 

 

Table 12 

Means, Standard Deviations, and One-Way Analysis of Variance in Overall Thriving by 

Functional Area 

Measure Student Success 
n = 54 

Student Enrollment 
n = 24 

Student 
Engagement 

n = 15 

Student  
Support 
n = 23 

F(3,115) 
  

η2 

  

M SD M SD M SD M SD 
Overall 

Thriving  
4.88 0.60 4.68 0.76 4.49 0.74 4.74 0.63 1.46* 0.037 

Note. N = 116. *p = 0.23 

 

Research Question Five Results 

Research question five (RQ5) was “What impact the COVID-19 global pandemic 

had on overall thriving for student affairs professionals?” The most recent novel 

coronavirus variant, COVID-19, was declared a global pandemic by The World Health 

Organization (WHO) in 2020 (Cucinotta & Vanelli, 2020) and disrupted many 

businesses, operations, and lifestyles – specifically for this study, student affairs work 

within higher education. Due to the onset of the COVID-19 global pandemic in March of 
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2020, the TQ-SA instrument was edited to include seven questions measured on two 

different 6-point Likert scales.  

For the first three COVID-19 questions, participants were asked to rank their 

thoughts and feelings through Likert style scales from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 6 

(Strongly Agree). For the next four questions in the COVID section, participants were 

asked to rank their thoughts and feelings through Likert style scales from 1 (Very 

Dissatisfied) to 6 (Very Satisfied). The researchers combined these two scales into one 

quantitative measure for the COVID-19 global pandemic variable (IV10) because each 

scale followed parallel low to high values on the 6-point Likert scale. In addition, this 

scoring approach aligned with the data analysis established by all other variables of the 

TQ-SA. This allowed for consistent scoring throughout the TQ-SA instrument.  

A COVID-19 score for each participant was created from the seven questions 

related to the COVID-19 global pandemic variable (IV10). The scores on these questions 

were averaged to create a quantitative measure for the COVID-19 global pandemic 

analysis variable (IV10) to be compared to overall thriving (DV). To answer RQ5, a 

bivariate correlation coefficient test identified if a relationship, or correlation, was found 

between the COVID-19 global pandemic variable (IV10) and overall thriving (DV) 

(Mertler & Reinhard, 2016). Then, a simple linear regression was run to determine to 

what degree the COVID-19 global pandemic variable (IV10) impacted overall thriving 

(DV) (Cody, 2016). The results from the Pearson correlation coefficient and simple linear 

regression are presented in Table 13. 
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Table 13 

Relationship Between COVID-19 Variable and Thriving 

Variable 

Pearson 
Correlation 
Coefficients 

(r) 

Overall Thriving Parameter 
Estimate R-Square Adjusted 

R-Square 
Standard 

Error t-Value Pr > |t| 

 p-value  
(Pr(F)) 

F-
value DF E 

COVID-
19 0.52 <.0001 42.15 1 0.34 0.27 0.26 0.05 6.49 <.0001 

Note. N = 116. 

 
The researchers expected that the COVID-19 global pandemic variable (IV10) 

would result in differences in overall thriving (DV). This expectation was supported by 

the data. A moderate correlation relationship was found between the COVID-19 global 

pandemic variable (IV10) and thriving (DV) by the Pearson correlation coefficient (r-

value of 0.52) from the bivariate correlation test. A correlation coefficient less than 0.35 

was considered a weak correlation, 0.36 to 0.67 was considered a modest correlation, 

0.68 to 1.0 was considered a high correlation (Taylor, 1990).  

The parameter estimate helped to determine the specific impact that the COVID-

19 global pandemic variable (IV10) had on overall thriving (DV). There was one 

intercept (3.19) and one slope (0.34) for the testing of RQ5. It was determined that the 

slope is non-zero, which indicated for each unit of the COVID-19 global pandemic 

variable (IV10) there was a 0.34 increase to overall thriving (DV). A null hypothesis was 

created for the intercept (β0) and the independent variable (β1). The null hypothesis stated 

if the p-value was less than 0.05, the null hypothesis was rejected. The null hypothesis 

was rejected because p < .0001 was less than 0.05. Parameter estimates indicated a 

significant relationship between the COVID-19 global pandemic variable (t = 6.49, p < 

.0001) and overall thriving (DV) of student affairs professionals. 
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Since the Pearson correlation coefficient was statistically significant, the 

researchers then conducted a simple linear regression. Results of the simple linear 

regression revealed that the COVID-19 global pandemic variable (IV10) accounted for 

26.99% of the variance. For this analysis, the adjusted R2 was also found to be low 

(adjusted R2 = 0.2635 or about 26.4%) for the variability in average overall thriving (DV) 

explained by the COVID-19 global pandemic variable (IV10). Therefore, the adjusted R2 

found that the regression model accounted for 26% of the of the variance in responses. 

While some research studies may seek a higher R2 value to indicate less variance and 

broader applicability; this study focused on human behavior which lends itself to more 

variation. Using the knowledge about variation statistics gained from Cohen (1988, 1992) 

and the awareness that this is the first study to utilize the TQ-SA, the researchers believed 

that the R2 value of 0.26 is justified based on how student affairs professionals have and 

continue to navigate the current environment of higher education which continues to 

navigate the COVID-19 global pandemic (IV10) at the time of publication.  

Based on the simple linear regression there was a strong relationship (F(1,114) = 

42.15, p < 0.0001) between the COVID-19 global pandemic variable (IV10) and overall 

thriving (DV) for the student affairs professional participants. A significant relationship 

was found between the COVID-19 global pandemic outcome variable (M = 4.63, SD = 

1.02) and overall thriving (M = 4.76, SD = 0.66) for the sample (N = 116). It was 

determined that a significant relationship was present between the COVID-19 global 

pandemic outcome variable (IV10) and overall thriving (DV) based on the p-value of less 

than 0.0001 falling lower than the threshold of p-value = 0.05. The regression model was 
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found to be statistically significant between the COVID-19 global pandemic outcome 

variable (IV10) related to student affairs professional's level of overall thriving (DV). 

The COVID-19 global pandemic caused many employers and student affairs 

professionals to navigate their work through increased safety protocols onsite and virtual 

and remote operations. The responses to the supplemental questions that referenced the 

COVID-19 global pandemic provided further insights into the experiences of student 

affairs professionals at this time. Therefore, the final question in the survey within the 

supplemental section asked, “How has COVID-19 affected your ability to thrive in your 

role at this institution?” A total of 99 participants responded to this question. The 

responses indicated that 48% (n = 45) of responses leaned towards a negative view of 

thriving and 28% (n = 27) leaned towards a positive view. While some participants have 

found the work from home approach to be more beneficial for work/life balance and 

safety, other participants expressed feeling isolation and disconnection from colleagues 

and the institution. The recurring themes included feelings of isolation, lack of 

connections/relationships, a sense of unfair work distribution with some employees 

working in a remote format and others required to be on campus, and both positive and 

negative aspects of work from home. Example quotes are provided in Appendix I. Some 

of the responses were aimed at administrative decisions resulting from COVID, such as 

“The lack of support I felt from direct leadership specifically in the beginning of the 

pandemic has caused me to feel my work is undervalued” and “It does seem that 

[Thriving University] could have provided greater resources for success working 

remotely.” Further, other responses focused on the emotional burden felt since the 

beginning of the pandemic, such as “I am dreading returning to "business as usual", if I 
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am honest,” or “Thriving is not an option right now. Surviving is all I can get to,” and “I 

am also concerned that there is going to be this immediate expectation "when things are 

back to normal" to immediately shift back to everyone "as it was" which will cause 

significant stress for employees.”  Other example responses are provided in Appendix I. 

In summary, RQ5 answered what impact the COVID-19 global pandemic had on 

overall thriving for student affairs professionals by finding that a moderate correlation in 

a linear pattern that was statistically significant was found between the COVID-19 global 

pandemic outcome variable (IV10) and overall thriving (DV) for the student affairs 

professional participants. By calculating the effect size by dividing the parameter 

estimate by the standard deviation (0.34/0.66), the researchers found as the COVID-19 

global pandemic outcome variable (IV10) scores increased; the overall thriving (DV) 

increased by 0.52. While a significant relationship was found between these variables at 

the time of this study, it should be noted that the COVID-19 global pandemic is still 

occurring. This experience may have impacted how respondents answered the survey 

based on the time it was distributed. The significant relationship between the COVID-19 

global pandemic and student affairs professionals overall thriving was mentioned often 

within the open-ended supplemental questions. The supplemental question responses 

allowed the researchers to infer that there has been inequity in work expectations and 

operations, varying levels of support from leadership or unions, and that no one 

experience was consistent between functional areas or participants. Most participants 

who responded to the open-ended supplemental questions did use similar language and 

terms that the researchers connected to the PERMA constructs and predictors of thriving, 

indicating more positive overall thriving for student affairs professionals. One respondent 
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commented, “Although we all have had challenges presented to us having to work 

remotely, I believe we are more tolerant of each other and patient with each other than 

pre-COVID times. This past year has brought more compassion towards each other.”  

Supplemental Question Results 

From the supplemental research questions, the researchers used data gathered 

from student affairs professionals’ experiences to promote changes to the onboarding, 

training, and overall retention of student affairs professionals. These questions were 

included on the survey at Dr. Schreiner’s request but did not contribute to the research 

questions of this study. There was a total of seven supplemental questions (three open-

ended questions and four Likert scale questions) included in the survey. Responses from 

the open-ended questions were included within the results of RQ1 and RQ5. The data for 

the remaining four supplemental questions was analyzed briefly to add context to the 

overall results of the study. The descriptive statistics for these questions are displayed in 

Table 14. 

There were three quantitative questions that asked about the emotions the 

participants felt towards work and one quantitative question that assessed overall 

thriving. The first three supplemental questions asked participants if they “Feel joyful 

about work,” “Feel positive emotions when you are at work,” and “Enjoy coming to 

work.” These were measured on a 6-point Likert style scales from 1 (never) to 6 (always). 

The results showed that participants felt joyful when coming to work (M = 4.14). 

While the mean indicated that participants felt these emotions often to frequently, 6.7% 

(n = 8) of the participants indicated they felt joyful rarely, and 21% (n = 25) felt joyful 
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only occasionally. On the other end of the scale, 6% (n = 7) of participants indicated they 

felt joyful always.  

Overall, participants felt positive emotion at work (M = 4.31). While the mean 

score indicated that participants felt positive emotion at work, 2.5% (n = 3) of 

participants responded that they felt positive emotion rarely, and 16% (n = 19) felt 

positive emotion only occasionally. There were 5% (n = 6) of participants who reported 

feeling positive emotion always. The question about feeling positive emotion at work was 

related to the positive emotion construct. The positive emotion construct (M = 4.77) was 

slightly higher than the response to this question (mean 4.31). One interpretation would 

be elements that comprise the positive emotion construct were more powerful than just 

the feeling of having positive emotion at work. 

The participants also enjoyed work (M = 4.30). However, 1.7% (n = 2) of 

participants indicated they never enjoyed work, 3% (n = 4) rarely enjoy work, and 15.5% 

(n = 18) only occasionally enjoy work. Despite a mean that indicated most participants in 

this study enjoyed work, 20% (n = 24) of participants did not enjoy work. On the higher 

end of the scale, 9% (n = 11) of participants reported always enjoying work.  

The last Likert scale question was measured on a 6-point Likert style scale from 1 

(Not Even Surviving), 2 (Barely Surviving), 3 (Surviving), 4 (Somewhat Thriving), 5 

(Mostly Thriving), and 6 (Consistently Thriving) asked participants: 

Thriving is defined as positive engagement in meaningful work, connecting to 

others at a deeper level, and being optimistic about one’s present and future life. 

Using that definition, how would you rate your own level of thriving in your role 

at this institution? 
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When asked to rate one’s own level of thriving, the participants were thriving (M 

= 4.42). This self-reported thriving score was slightly lower than the calculated score of 

overall thriving (DV) based on the PERMA constructs (M = 4.75). One interpretation 

would be that participants felt a lowered sense of overall thriving when considering 

thriving apart from the PERMA constructs.  

 

Table 14  

Supplemental Questions Descriptive Statistics 

Variable Mean SD Mode Min Max Median 
Joyful 
Positive Emotion 
Enjoy Work 
Thriving 

4.14 
4.31 
4.30 
4.42 

1.05 
0.89 
1.07 
1.08 

5.00 
5.00 
5.00 
5.00 

2.00 
2.00 
1.00 
2.00 

6.00 
6.00 
6.00 
6.00 

4.00 
4.00 
4.00 
5.00 

Note. N = 116 
 

The last questions were open-ended questions: “What has happened this semester 

that has shaped your assessment of your own thriving,” “How has your thriving here 

changed over the past year,” and “How has COVID-19 affected your ability to thrive in 

your role at this institution?” The open-ended questions allowed participants to contribute 

lived experiences from the past year.  

Chapter Summary 

Based on the result of the data analysis for this sample of participants, student 

affairs were thriving at higher levels (RQ1) regardless of generation and functional area 

(RQ4). A moderate correlation with significance was found between thriving and the 

COVID-19 global pandemic which may be attributed to navigating a collective 

challenging experience to produce innovative and intentional work during remote and 
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limited in-person experiences on limited budgets as a collaborative (RQ5). Diving deeper 

into the results, individual participants may define and connect their own thriving to 

many factors of their experiences-referred to as constructs or predictors in this study. 

Based on prior research and literature review, the PERMA constructs were tested to 

determine which had the strongest correlations on overall thriving (RQ2), followed by 

exploring which predictors significantly impacted overall thriving (RQ3). For student 

affairs professionals, the PERMA constructs contributing most to overall thriving (DV) in 

order, were meaning (IV4, r-value = 0.90), engagement (IV2, r-value = 0.89), 

relationships (IV3, r-value = 0.85), with equal correlation scores for positive emotion 

(IV1, r-value = 0.84) and accomplishments (IV5, r-value = 0.84). For student affairs 

professionals, overall thriving was significantly impacted by the predictors of 

psychological sense of community (IV6), spirituality (IV7), and institutional integrity 

(IV8). Surprisingly, the commitment to staff welfare (IV9) was not found to be a 

significant predictor on student affairs professionals overall thriving.  

The results of the study presented in Chapter Four provided new information 

about thriving in student affairs professionals at Thriving University. A discussion of the 

findings, as well as a plan to address the problem of practice are presented in Chapter 

Five. Recommendations for practice specifically targeted executive administrators, 

supervisors, and managers as well as graduate programs and professional organizations. 

Finally, future research threads are introduced. Ultimately, these recommendations 

supported the current workforce of student affairs professionals and developed upcoming 

student affairs professionals aiming to thrive in the important work that they do with 

students. Supporting a thriving workforce of student affairs professionals was a way to 
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ensure that professionals were active, growing, contributing, and making positive impacts 

on students and supporting the endeavors of the institution. 
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Chapter Five 

Action Plan and Recommendations for Practice 

Kawanna is a student affairs manager who is tired after a long Spring 2020 

semester spent working in higher education while responding to the COVID-19 global 

pandemic and supporting her staff. Even before the pandemic, Kawanna had growing 

concerns about the student affairs professionals on her campus. She began noticing that 

some of her staff displayed positive emotion, were engaged in their work, relied on a 

strong network of both professional and personal relationships, found meaning in their 

work and took pride in their accomplishments. Kawanna also had staff members who 

struggled with positive emotion, were less engaged, had few relationships, were not 

finding meaning in their work and had a difficult time accomplishing their work.  

As Kawanna met with other colleagues during a virtual professional conference, 

she found that they too shared these concerns about student affairs professionals at their 

institutions. In her conversations with colleagues, all had examples of student affairs 

professionals who had left the field and others who had been in the field for a long time 

and continued to be motivated. They realized the conversations about student affairs 

professionals were much like ones they had about students. Just like students, some 

student affairs professionals appeared to be high in thriving while others were low in 

thriving. These conversations led the group to further discuss thriving and the constructs 

that supported thriving for student affairs professionals.  

Thriving is a concept that has been studied extensively and can be applied to 

many situations in which positive gains may be observed. Interest in studying human 

thriving began appearing in the latter part of the 20th century, but the scholarly literature 

which has been produced is divergent and lacks agreed upon definitions and concepts 
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(Brown et al., 2017). While a variety of definitions of thriving have appeared (Brown et 

al., 2017), thriving, in this study, was defined as positive engagement in meaningful 

work, connecting to others at a deeper level, and being optimistic about one’s present and 

future life (L. Schreiner, personal communication, October 11, 2020). 

Purpose and Research Questions 

Student affairs professionals are employees at colleges or universities who work 

in offices and divisions which support student learning and development (Long, 2012). 

Student affairs professionals are at the forefront providing critical services and support to 

ensure student success. While job dissatisfaction and burnout can occur in this group 

(Marshall et al., 2016; Mullen et al., 2018; Tull, 2006), there are those who are thriving as 

student affairs professionals. The purpose of this study is to explore the experience of 

thriving for student affairs professionals to discover which constructs and predictors are 

related to their level of thriving. This study explored the following research questions 

about student affairs professionals’ thriving in the workforce: 

RQ1: How do student affairs professionals experience thriving? 

RQ2: How strongly correlated are the PERMA constructs (positive emotion, 

engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishments) with thriving for student 

affairs professionals? 

RQ3: What predictors (psychological sense of community, spirituality, 

institutional integrity, and commitment to staff welfare) significantly impact thriving for 

student affairs professionals? 

RQ4: How does thriving differ amongst different generations and functional areas 

of student affairs professionals? 
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RQ5: What impact has the COVID-19 global pandemic had on thriving for 

student affairs professionals? 

Study Overview 

As higher education continues to evolve, student affairs professionals face an 

ever-growing number of challenges and responsibilities within their specific roles. The 

increase in demands of work can lead to increased feelings of job dissatisfaction, burnout, 

and job turnover, which are typical in those who are low in thriving. This study set out to 

identify what constructs and predictors were associated with overall thriving among 

student affairs professionals. By understanding what contributes to thriving among 

student affairs professionals and what does not, the researchers wanted to use this 

knowledge to propose improvement processes at the institutional, graduate school and 

professional association levels to promote onboarding, training, development, and 

retention of student affairs professionals. 

Conceptual Framework and Instrument 

A conceptual framework provides the lens or context for a study (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model of well-being was utilized as the 

conceptual framework for this study. This framework evolved from Seligman’s previous 

research that focused on what Seligman referred to as well-being or flourishing, which 

we refer to in this study as thriving. The acronym PERMA encompasses the elements of 

the model: positive emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning, and achievement. 

According to Seligman (2011), positive emotion is the pursuit of a pleasant life, or 

overall happiness, while engagement is a state of being completely absorbed in an 

activity. Seligman described relationships via social connectedness as “belonging to and 
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serving something that you believe is bigger than the self” (p. 17), while accomplishment 

is achieving something for its own sake (2011). In his research, Seligman stated that well-

being consisted of different core elements that contributed to one’s overall sense of well-

being, but no single element could define well-being alone. In short, these elements 

combine to contribute to an overall sense of well-being and flourishing in life. Seligman’s 

framework was selected for this study because it can be applied to the holistic concept of 

well-being in student affair professionals. 

The instrument used in this study was the Thriving Quotient for Student Affairs 

Professionals (TQ-SA) survey (Appendix A). The TQ-SA was based off Schreiner’s 

(2010a) Thriving Quotient (TQ) and Thriving Quotient for Faculty, which used 

Seligman’s (2011) PERMA model of well-being as the framework. The Thriving 

Quotient examined student thriving in college, while the Thriving Quotient for Faculty 

examined thriving in faculty in higher education. Participants were asked to reflect on 

their individual, professional experiences and responded to items that measured positive 

emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment. The research team 

met with Dr. Schreiner and received input and guidance on how to adapt the surveys to 

focus on student affairs professionals. In addition to the PERMA constructs, the TQ-SA 

incorporated four predictors that were introduced by Dr. Schreiner: psychological sense 

of community, spirituality, institutional integrity, and commitment to staff welfare. 

Where the thriving constructs were defined by Seligman (2011) as contributing to a 

holistic framework of thriving, the predictors introduced by Schreiner were additional 

measures that have been found to also impact thriving (L. Schreiner, personal 

communication, October 11, 2020). The psychological sense of community predictor is a 
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sense of belonging and a connectivity with the institution (Schreiner, 2016). Spirituality 

is the basic feeling that connects employees with a higher power. Institutional integrity is 

how the various participants in a university are treated (Barr, 1987). Commitment to staff 

welfare extended beyond a commitment to care but also served as a responsibility for 

employers to create safe work environments (Abbas et al., 2019). 

Participants in the current study were identified by demographic factors including 

generational cohort and the functional area to which they belonged in student affairs. 

Lastly, the TQ-SA incorporated questions about the COVID-19 global pandemic where 

participants were asked to reflect on their experiences during this time and how it 

affected their ability to thrive as student affairs professionals. The TQ-SA survey 

(Appendix A) contained a total of 54 items. The demographics section of the survey 

contained two questions: generation and functional area. The PERMA constructs section 

contained 20 questions. The predictors of thriving contained 18 questions. The COVID-

19 questions were contained in seven questions. There were an additional seven 

supplemental questions, of which three were open-ended. Within the survey instrument, 

participants responded to a randomized series of questions on a 6-point Likert-scale. The 

meaning of the scale varied according to the section of the TQ-SA survey. For instance, 1 

(strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree) or 1 (never) to 6 (always).  

Questions on the survey that measured the PERMA constructs include: (P) “I look 

for the best in situations, even when things seem hopeless,” (E) “I feel energized by my 

work at this institution,” (R) “My immediate supervisor cares about me as a person,” (M) 

“I feel valued by my colleagues,” and (A) “I am able to do what I love much of the time 

at this institution.” Examples of questions for the predictor variables noted by Schreiner 
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(2010a) included, “I feel energized by the ideas I am learning in most of my classes”, “I 

am confident I will reach my educational goals”, and “It’s important to me to make a 

contribution to my community.” The three supplemental open-ended questions were 

“What has happened this semester that has shaped your assessment of your own 

thriving?,” “How has your thriving here changed over the past year?,” and “How has 

COVID-19 affected your ability to thrive in your role at this institution?”   

Participants 

The participants in this study were 116 student affairs professionals at a four-year 

midwestern public university, which we refer to as Thriving University. It was 

anticipated that the participant characteristics would mirror those of the entire employee 

population at Thriving University. The sample was expected to be largely female (60%) 

and white (77%). To ensure anonymity of the participants, other than generation and 

functional area, further demographics were not collected, as cross-tabulations or 

combining of demographics such as race and gender could clearly identify specific 

employees who participated in the study. The participants in this study were from three 

generations: 12.9% were classified as Baby Boomers (1946-1964), 46.6% were classified 

as Generation X (1965-1980) and 40.5% were classified as Millennial (1981-1996) 

generation. Participants were grouped into four functional areas: student success, student 

enrollment, student engagement and student support. Nearly half (46.6%) of the student 

affairs professionals who participated in the survey belonged to the student success 

functional area (Table 15). 
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Table 15 

Student Affairs Professionals by Functional Areas 

Functional Areas Frequency Percent Student Affairs Specific Functional Area 
Student Success 54 46.6 academic advising, career development, 

learning support services 
Student Enrollment 24 20.7 admissions, enrollment management, 

financial aid, registration 
Student Engagement 15 12.9 housing and residence life, student 

involvement 
Student Support 23 19.8 campus recreation, counseling and health 

services, disability support services, diversity 
and inclusion, international student services, 
and veteran’s services 

Total 116 100.0  
 

Data Collection and Analysis Overview 

Data was collected through a Qualtrics survey that was emailed to participants 

who worked at Thriving University. Each participant was a member of an area of student 

affairs at the institution. This study incorporated a variety of different methods to analyze 

the data collected from participants. Each of the five research questions were analyzed by 

applying a specific analytical method to the corresponding data collected to measure each 

research question. Research question one focused primarily on collecting and reporting 

descriptive statistics for overall thriving as well as each of the PERMA constructs and 

predictors of thriving. Research question two examined the relationships between the 

PERMA constructs and overall thriving. A correlational analysis was conducted to 

examine these relationships. Research question three examined relationships between 

each of the predictors and overall thriving. A multiple linear regression was used to 

analyze the corresponding data. Research question four explored the differences in 

thriving among the different generational groups (silent generation, baby boomers, 
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generation X, millennials, and generation Z) and functional clusters of student affairs 

professionals (student success, student enrollment, student engagement, and student 

support). Two one-way analysis of variance (one-way ANOVA) were used to examine 

the differences between these groups and overall thriving. Research question five focused 

on how the COVID-19 global pandemic affected overall thriving among student affairs 

professionals. A correlational analysis and SLR were implemented to identify whether 

COVID-19 global pandemic impacted student affairs professionals’ ability to thrive 

during this time. 

Summary of Results and Study Conclusions 

Thriving was determined based on the overall thriving score which was the 

average from the PERMA questions throughout the TQ-SA. Each participant received an 

overall thriving score that fell between 1.0 and 6.0. An overall thriving score which fell 

within the range of 1.00 to 3.99 was interpreted as a lower level of thriving. An overall 

thriving score which fell within 4.00 to 6.00 was interpreted as a higher level of thriving. 

The researchers found that 88% (n = 102) of the student affairs professionals in this study 

experienced a higher level of thriving, while 12% (14) experienced a lower level of 

thriving. 

Since a majority (88%) of the student affairs professionals in this study 

experienced higher levels of thriving, we concluded that the participants were thriving 

(RQ1). Student affairs professionals are thriving in relation to the PERMA constructs 

(RQ2) and most of the predictors (excluding commitment to staff welfare) (RQ3) while 

currently navigating the COVID-19 global pandemic (RQ5). Student affairs professionals 

were thriving regardless of generations and functional areas (RQ4). Given the COVID-19 
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global pandemic that changed much about the work environment, higher education, and 

the job functions for student affairs professionals over the past year, the researchers were 

somewhat surprised by this finding.  

The relationships between overall thriving and the PERMA constructs were tested 

to determine which had the strongest correlations to overall thriving (RQ2), followed by 

exploring which predictors significantly impacted overall thriving (RQ3). Relationships 

with and differences between variables were considered statistically significant if the 

alpha value was p = .05 or less. Correlations were measured using Pearson correlation 

coefficient. The correlation coefficient is expected to range from +1.00 to -1.00 (Mertler 

& Reinhard, 2016). A correlation coefficient less than 0.35 was considered a weak 

correlation, 0.36 to 0.67 was considered a modest correlation, 0.68 to 1.0 was considered 

a high correlation (Taylor, 1990). All the PERMA constructs significantly contributed to 

overall thriving (Table 8) at p < 0.001. The PERMA constructs contributing most to 

overall thriving (DV) in order were meaning (IV4, r-value = 0.90), engagement (IV2, r-

value = 0.89), relationships (IV3, r-value = 0.85), with equal correlation scores 

for positive emotion (IV1, r-value = 0.84) and accomplishments (IV5, r-value = 0.84). 

According to the results of the multiple regression (Table 10), overall thriving was 

significantly impacted by the predictors: psychological sense of community (IV6, t = 

5.33, p < 0.0001), spirituality (IV7, t = 2.50, p < 0.0139), and institutional integrity (IV8, 

t = 3.07, p < 0.0027). Surprisingly, the commitment to staff welfare (IV9, t = -0.90, p = 

0.3727) was not found to be a significant predictor on student affairs professionals overall 

thriving. The researchers found that thriving did not significantly vary across the different 
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generations (p = 0.11, Table 11) and functional areas (p = 0.23, Table 12) in which 

student affairs professionals worked (RQ4).  

The COVID-19 global pandemic (IV10) was found to be moderately correlated 

(RQ5) to overall thriving for student affairs professionals and the relationship was 

significant (r-value = 0.52, p < 0.0001, Table 13). As the COVID-19 global pandemic 

variable (IV10) increased, so did student affairs professionals’ overall thriving (DV). No 

prior research was found on student affairs professionals’ ability to thrive during a global 

pandemic; however, the researchers can infer based on the results of this study that 

navigating this challenge has provided opportunities for personal or professional growth 

and perseverance. As working professionals who are also researchers, anecdotally we 

have created new ways to provide functional assistance to the students we serve, in a 

virtual learning environment, developed teams and collaboration while working remotely, 

and cultivated new ways to balance and seek clarity to maintain well-being in the 

workplace.   

Recommendations for Practice 

Within the last year and a half, much of the world changed in response to the 

COVID-19 global pandemic. The researchers believe the data collected in this study 

about thriving in student affairs professionals during this time provides insight into a 

collective challenge faced in the world. While some communities were disenfranchised 

and some institutional operations shut down, positive emotion and relationships could be 

variables that student affairs professionals rally around. The collective sense of 

community or spirituality could have motived engagement in new ideas or inspired new 

meaning in work that had become stagnant for student affairs professionals as they 
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grappled with the new needs which emerged for students. Perhaps a sense of 

accomplishment is felt by student affairs professionals when they survive a day balancing 

home care for their children while providing virtual advising appointments to students. 

Or maybe receiving a supportive message from their institution helped student affairs 

professionals. Overall, the researchers’ concluded that student affairs professionals at 

Thriving University are currently thriving. This is demonstrated by the significant 

correlations of PERMA constructs, significant correlations with additional predictors 

(excluding staff welfare predictor), and a significant correlation with the COVID-19 

global pandemic variable.  

Recommendations for Administrators 

One goal of this analysis was to provide Thriving University’s top administrators 

with actionable items, based on past research and survey findings, to further develop as 

well as sustain and encourage thriving their student affairs professional workforce. The 

researchers hope the administration will find this analysis helpful to both improve 

employee morale and overall thriving of student affairs professionals and recognize that a 

thriving workforce is essential for supporting students, especially as institutions try to 

find the “new normal” of post-COVID-19. 

While student affairs professionals’ overall thriving was shown to be high in this 

study, administrators at Thriving University will want to look for ways to ensure it stays 

high. A strong, thriving student affairs professional workforce will continue to enhance 

the student experience. To ensure future thriving of their student affairs professionals, 

administrators are encouraged to explore actions that support current areas of high 

thriving constructs and bolster construct areas where the rates were somewhat lower. 
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Overall, it appears there is a strong sense of community at this institution. Student affairs 

professionals ranked the constructs of relationships and engagement as high and the 

predictors of institutional integrity and sense of community as high in their contribution 

to overall thriving.  

During the past year, despite the COVID-19 pandemic, some student affairs 

professionals experienced higher levels of thriving. The direct comments (see examples 

in Appendices G, H, and I) by student affairs professionals demonstrated contributing 

factors to their ability to thrive during the past year. Student affairs professionals 

expressed appreciation for the concern from the university and individual departments for 

their well-being during the pandemic. Some staff expressed appreciation for the ability to 

continue working from home and that the university provided the equipment and 

infrastructure to make remote work possible. Other student affairs professionals were 

energized by positive engagement with students and their colleagues reinforcing the 

importance of relationships in overall thriving. Finally, some respondents mentioned that 

individual resourcefulness and the autonomy needed to continue working through the 

pandemic supported some staff members’ ability to thrive over the course of the past 

year. Administrators could better understand and then capitalize on these positive 

experiences of staff members during the mandatory remote work period by purposefully 

maintaining the structure to express care and concern for staff members, being flexible 

when situations require abrupt changes to university operations and developing a more 

supportive sense of community. These administrative level tactics would serve to support 

higher levels of thriving.   
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Additional themes that support recommendations for practice were found within 

the supplemental question open-ended responses. A repeated theme was the increased 

access to professional development opportunities and ability to engage more with 

professional organizations. During COVID-19, most professional development activities 

were offered in an online format. Without the additional expense and inconvenience of 

travel, it appeared that increased numbers of student affairs professionals took advantage 

of professional development opportunities, which is an indication of a growth mindset.  

From the results of this study administrators are encouraged to find ways to 

ensure student affairs professionals can continue a high level of professional development 

involvement opportunities once they transition back to an in-person format. Dweck 

(2006) explored a growth mindset and found that mindset is a powerful way to shape 

goals, attitudes, work, and relationships as well as promote success. It appeared that 

student affairs professionals, intentionally or unintentionally, engaged in growth mindset 

activities throughout the pandemic, potentially to cope or share in community and 

relationships. Thriving University has a robust faculty development center and might 

consider a complementary staff professional development center. It is recommended that 

the institution establish fair and equitable distribution of resources to allow staff, 

including student affairs professionals equitable access to professional development 

activities in the future. By doing so, administrators would promote a sense of institutional 

investment and professional growth among student affairs professionals. In return, 

student affairs staff can engage with professionals from across the region or country, 

learn new skills from others, and elevate ways of providing services to students.  
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Another theme repeated in the supplemental open-ended questions which may 

have impacted responses to quantitative variables for participants revolved around the 

remote work environment. Respondents commented on the ability to set a schedule that 

best works with their productivity, the relief of being away from negativity of their office, 

reduced commuting time and expenses, and the ability to get tasks done with fewer 

interruptions. There were several comments that indicated student affairs professionals 

were having improved interactions with students in the remote environment. 

Administrators could consider looking at the long-term benefits of remote or flexible 

work schedules and the office environment. The COVID-19 pandemic changed the way 

many student affairs professionals handled day-to-day operations in their respective 

functional areas. Similarly, students became accustomed to distance and virtual services, 

which offered a level of flexibility and convenience. Student affairs professionals had the 

opportunity to meet students where they were—often quite literally—in virtual meetings 

facilitated by newer video technology. New modalities of services developed, ushering in 

a new era of how student affairs professionals serve students and institution. Instead of 

doing away with these new modalities, it is recommended that administrators reexamine 

how these services have been implemented and the larger goals behind offering support 

to students to find ways and modalities that benefit students, student affairs professionals, 

and the goals of the institution. As this pandemic has shown, it would be in the best 

interest of the university to be prepared for future disruptions of traditional work. The 

establishment of remote work and innovative service delivery methods, without 

compromising the integrity of the student experience, would serve the institution well to 

be better positioned for a future disruption.  
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A few other common themes which emerged from the open-ended questions were 

the lack of connection that student affairs professionals at Thriving University were 

feeling during the COVID-19 pandemic. The direct comments (see Appendices G, H and 

I) by student affairs professionals demonstrated the underlying struggles more than the 

responses to the survey questions. For instance, communication from the university, 

feelings of isolation while working remotely, and work distribution were mentioned by 

respondents as items they perceived as impacting their thriving.  

Respondents expressed mixed views on communication from the university 

administration, which was praised for the effectiveness of the communication, versus the 

communication from their departments, which was criticized for being less effective as 

well as absent. Respondents also mentioned in their written responses the disconnection 

from others they felt when working remotely as well as the lack of support from 

supervisors and colleagues. Others found work overwhelming and struggled to maintain 

their connections even to the students with and for whom they work. These examples 

contrast with comments from other student affairs professionals who found some solace 

in working from home as well as a respite from the issues in the office environment.  

Additionally, some participants shared that there was also a perceived unfair 

distribution of work with some student affairs professionals were required to be in person 

while others were not. This was further interpreted as inequitable when participants 

received inconsistent messaging from supervisors. Generally, as a result of these 

inconsistencies in communication and work distribution or when workloads and 

responsibilities were shifted, participants shared a feeling of being overwhelmed. All of 

these could be connected to the commitment to staff welfare predictor, which was found 
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to not correlate with overall thriving. This is an area in which the institution may want to 

focus. Du Plessis et al. (2016) discovered that the more an organization provided support 

to the well-being of their staff, the harder staff worked and had increased levels of 

motivation. As institutions transition into post-pandemic life, administrators must 

consider ways to re-engage student affairs professionals in innovative practices that help 

foster trust and collaboration across campus. Administrators could do this by developing 

clear, honest, and consistent communication channels as well as equitable workloads by 

reviewing the role capacity of student affairs professional positions, reviewing and 

maintaining clear work expectations, and establishing common standard operating 

procedures that are consistent and equitable.  

Another recommendation is that administrators consider examining and refining 

management training to help managers and supervisors improve their skills in relation to 

the thriving constructs and predictors. There is value to employers combining both formal 

and informal learning opportunities to engage employees and increase on-the-job learning 

(Manuti et al., 2015, Lovell & Kosten, 2000, Billet, 1995). Management training for 

student affairs professionals can enhance the meaning, accomplishments, and 

relationships within their teams which would boost positive emotions and engagement. 

This can be done with online or virtual training plans, coordinated leadership 

development sessions for both individual, team, and organizational growth, and values 

alignment between the institution and the employees. A way to offer this management 

training would be to establish a repository of classes and sessions housed within Human 

Resources that managers and student affairs professionals can complete as part of their 

professional development. Another way of providing this training to managers and to 
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other staff could be a subscription to an online tool such as LinkedIn Learning, which 

offers on demand professional development trainings. 

Additionally, administrators would benefit by expanding the use of career ladders 

to acknowledge and support career advancement for entry-level student affairs 

professionals. While career ladders were not specifically mentioned by the respondents in 

their written responses, these career ladders can be key strategies in retaining student 

affairs professionals. Winston and Creamer (1998) specifically articulate that student 

affairs professionals, as staff members, often anticipate that their institution will support 

their professional development and career advancement: career ladders are one method to 

accomplish both. When the opportunities to advance are not available at one institution, 

student affairs professionals may often seek opportunities elsewhere. We further 

recommend performance evaluations and career assessments be implemented for 

individual student affairs professionals to create a learning plan for success in their 

current role that elevates their aptitude for future positions, promotion opportunities, and 

career growth within a career ladder structure. Career ladders, in coordination with 

management training to support staff growth and potential advancement opportunities to 

further enhance their commitment to the institution, may serve to increase employee 

retention. 

In summary, the recommendations for practice for administrators as a result of 

this study include: 

• Increase access to professional development for student affairs professionals. 

• Establish a professional development center for staff, such as student affairs 

professionals, to complement the faculty development center. 
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• Explore best practices in remote work and the offering of programs that meet 

the needs of students while providing positive benefits and flexible scheduling 

to student affairs professionals.  

• Review workload distribution and establish clear and consistent expectations 

across departments. 

• Develop management training to ensure professional growth, clear 

communication and equitable standards across the student affairs workforce. 

• Promote career ladders and learning plans that bolster employee promotions 

and retention. 

• Utilize the constructs and predictors of thriving to develop training sessions 

which can improve manager and supervisor skills. 

Recommendations for Supervisors and Managers 

Managers and supervisors have the most immediate and constant impact on 

student affairs professionals. The relationship between the supervisors and their 

subordinates begins as early as the search process to hire incoming student affairs 

professionals. It is up to managers and supervisors to select, orient, onboard, train, 

monitor, coach, support, and, as necessary, correct or discipline. Managers and 

supervisors need appropriate and substantial training to carry out their managerial tasks 

beyond the routine expectations from institutional human resources offices or their 

organizational structure. Training for managers and supervisors should include 

development of knowledge and skills to support their various staff members to achieve 

higher levels in the constructs of thriving as well as experience a sense of community, an 
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institution which exhibits integrity to its staff members, and an environment in which 

their spirituality can continue to support their work with students.  

Institutional integrity was found to be correlated with overall thriving in this 

study. Institutional integrity is how the various participants in a university are treated 

(Barr, 1987). Institutional integrity is revealed in early interactions between the 

institution and individuals, quite possibly as early as the job application and interview 

processes. Within the institutional integrity set of survey questions in this study, one 

question asked the survey respondents to reflect on the statement “this institution was 

accurately portrayed to me during the hiring process.” Of the 116 respondents, 20 (17%) 

indicated that they somewhat disagreed, disagreed, or strongly disagreed with this 

statement and 17 (16%) only somewhat agreed with the statement. One might observe 

that while the majority of the respondents agreed (46%) or strongly agreed (21%) with 

the statement, there was a portion of student affairs professionals who had a different 

experience during the interview and hiring process. While this is one contributing 

element to the institutional integrity score, it is an important element. In the early 

interactions at the interview and hiring stages relationships might begin to form. Initial 

contact between a supervisor and student affairs professional often occurs at the interview 

stage. While the formal relationship is not solidified until a person begins their first day 

of work, candidates for positions often encounter information and form impressions about 

the institution, the work environment and how they envision themselves as a member of 

the institution.  

It is crucial that managers and supervisors accurately reflect the work 

environment, expectations, and their supervisory approach throughout the search process. 
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The search process should also include interactions with future immediate colleagues as 

well as representatives from campus partner offices and functions. This robust search 

process represents an initial investment in communicating the strengths of the institution 

and how well student affairs professionals are supported in their work with students. 

While search processes may be the opportunity for managers and supervisors to showcase 

their positive approaches to staff support, those processes must also ensure a transparency 

to candidates. The institutional integrity to deliver on what it represents in that search 

process is critical. It can become a disaster for an institution to overpromise then under-

deliver to staff members. When the campus climate for employees is accurately reflected 

in search processes then the successful candidates enter with a better understanding of the 

institution.  

Relationships and engagement, two of the constructs of PERMA, were highly 

correlated with overall thriving in this study. Relationships and engagement are important 

contributors to a staff member’s ability to thrive. Once student affairs professionals join 

an institution, managers and supervisors are responsible for welcoming, training and 

supporting their development. Managers and supervisors could make this experience 

meaningful for new employees. Researchers who focused on supervision in student 

affairs specifically (Tull, 2006; Winston & Creamer, 1998) found that synergistic 

supervision was connected to higher levels of job satisfaction. Careful attention to 

constructing enriched onboarding and professional development activities using PERMA 

as guiding principles can ensure that student professionals can thrive. Current onboarding 

practices might tend to be focused on learning the nuances of a very specific job and may 

lack activities and experiences to build relationships, engage in the campus community, 
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develop meaning, and celebrate accomplishments. A well-planned and executed program 

of onboarding and continuous professional development structured around PERMA 

constructs can support student affairs professionals’ ability to thrive. 

Beyond initial onboarding and continued professional development for student 

affairs professionals, managers and supervisors can continue supporting thriving for their 

staff members by using the constructs of PERMA to monitor performance. Recognizing 

when a staff member is not thriving is an important step in supporting student affairs 

professionals. If a staff member is not engaged in or has negative perspectives about their 

work, managers and supervisors can deploy strategies to support the staff member. Those 

student affairs professionals who have not established relationships within their 

immediate work area or throughout campus or who do not find their work meaningful can 

be coached to become more connected to campus through establishing relationships. 

Furthermore, meaning and accomplishment can be realized through very deliberate 

dissection of work performed and discussions with managers and supervisors.  

While managers and supervisors are not the only responsible party for developing 

thriving in student affairs professionals, they are oftentimes the most impactful. 

Innovative approaches for supporting student affairs professionals can contribute to 

sustaining thriving for this segment of staff throughout their tenure at an institution. 

Using PERMA as a strategic approach when selecting, onboarding, developing, and 

coaching student affairs professionals can be an innovative and dynamic approach to 

attract and retain student affairs professionals. 

In summary, the recommendations for practice for supervisors and managers as a 

result of this study include: 
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• Train hiring managers to ensure that search processes accurately portray the 

work environment, expectations, and the manager’s supervisory approach, 

along with including interactions with future immediate colleagues as well as 

representatives from campus partner offices and functions. 

• Develop onboarding for new student affairs professionals and professional 

development for current student affairs professionals that introduces and 

cultivates proactive and effective ways to connect with the constructs and 

predictors that support thriving. 

• Use the constructs and predictors that support thriving to monitor student 

affairs professionals’ performance and career growth. 

Recommendations for Graduate Programs and Professional Associations 

While upper-level administrators, managers and supervisors play pivotal roles in 

thriving for the student affairs professionals at their institutions, two stakeholders outside 

immediate work environments, graduate programs and professional associations, can 

contribute to thriving for student affairs professionals. Graduate programs prepare 

students for entering student affairs work and they often shape perspectives as well as 

expectations of entry-level staff members. Knowledge and skills needed by student 

affairs professionals to support students are often the hallmarks of graduate programs in 

student affairs administration, higher education administration, or college student 

personnel. What may be lacking in some graduate programs are additional tools which 

student affairs professionals can use to support their own capacity to thrive in full-time 

professional student affairs positions.  
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Prior to selecting students for entry to a degree program which may lead to entry-

level work in student affairs, graduate program faculty and staff can provide transparent 

information about their programs as well as the career field of student affairs. Many 

students who enter programs to prepare for student affairs careers may not be fully aware 

of the scope of the career field or what a long-term career in student affairs might entail 

for them. Graduate programs can preview the career path for student affairs professionals 

and the variety of functional areas in which student affairs professionals can work.  

Once students begin graduate programs, there should be opportunities arranged by 

the graduate program faculty for students to engage with practitioners across a wide 

variety of functions and generations to better understand the work world of student affairs 

professionals. That engagement can focus on understanding the complete experience of 

student affairs professionals and how they have individually navigated their careers in 

student affairs. As a result of this engagement, graduate students would better understand 

the expectations of the work world for student affairs professionals and how seasoned 

student affairs professionals have sustained their careers. The engagement between 

graduate students and student affairs professionals would be deliberate and structured 

around the constructs of PERMA. Through this engagement, graduate students would be 

equipped with knowledge of thriving (PERMA) and skills to thrive. 

Finally, graduate programs can take on the role to widely educate college and 

university administrative staff about student affairs professionals and issues they may 

face, burnout and stress for example, and identify methods which managers and 

supervisors can use to better support student affairs professionals. Not all college and 

university campuses have graduate programs to prepare students to enter careers in 
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student affairs, so it is incumbent upon existing graduate programs to develop 

relationships with colleges and universities without such programs so that the profession 

of student affairs is better understood by upper-level administrators. In particular, the 

unique role which student affairs professionals play in colleges and universities to 

support students must be championed by graduate programs who prepare future student 

affairs professionals.  

Professional associations hold unique advantages as a stakeholder since they 

operate independently of colleges and universities but are crucial in supporting student 

affairs professionals’ potential to thrive. Professional associations can provide ongoing 

advocacy for their members to reframe their perspectives on their careers by embracing a 

commitment to seek thriving as one of their long-term professional development goals. 

Ongoing research into the career experiences of student affairs professionals can be 

enlightening to a variety of stakeholders and professional organizations can propel such 

research through research grant funding. The supported research should include inquiry 

into how student affairs professionals experience thriving as well as methods which 

managers and supervisors use to support their staff members. Finally, professional 

organizations can support targeted programs and forums where supervisors and managers 

of student affairs professionals can network and renew their knowledge and skills about 

student affairs and how to best support their staff to thrive in their work with students. 

In summary, the recommendations for practice for graduate programs and 

professional associations as a result of this study include: 

• Ensure graduate programs include self-efficacy tools designed around the 

constructs and predictors of thriving that allow emerging graduate students 
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and entry-level professionals to develop thriving mindset and behaviors as 

they enter the profession. 

• Provide upfront and transparent career information and pathways to the field 

of student affairs by building relationships and engagement opportunities 

between graduate programs and professional organizations as well as 

employed student affairs professionals. 

• Widely educate college and university administrative staff about student 

affairs professionals and issues they may face, burnout and stress for example, 

and identify methods which managers and supervisors can use to better 

support student affairs professionals. 

• Professional organizations could advocate for thriving throughout the field of 

student affairs by framing engagement and training opportunities around the 

constructs and predictors that support thriving. 

Recommendations for Future Research Opportunities 

The findings from this study demonstrate that students affairs professionals are 

currently thriving in the current remote and hybrid work models developed during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. However, there is a need to recognize several limits within this 

study. The study was limited to a single metropolitan Midwest public institution. The 

sample was limited to student affairs professionals rather than examining thriving levels 

of faculty and staff outside of student affairs. Due to the limits of this study and the 

importance of thriving employees, there are many opportunities for future research to 

explore the concept of thriving further within higher education settings.  
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Future research could explore a broader sample of student affairs professionals at 

different types of institutions such as community colleges in comparison to four-year 

institutions and public versus private universities. Additionally, administering the survey 

at a different time of year once staff are back to more in person operations could net 

additional findings around the importance of workplace environments, relationships, or 

meaning in the work being provided. Comparing current or future levels of thriving to 

perceived past levels of thriving could also yield some important information to provide a 

better understanding of student affairs professionals. The current study did not include 

questions about as race or gender. Additional research might focus on differences in 

thriving among those identities or other identities. If including those factors, it is 

recommended that future researchers conduct a study involving multiple institutions, to 

ensure the anonymity of participants when cross-tabulating these data points. A 

qualitative research study is also recommended to understand the meaning of the views of 

student affairs professionals more deeply. Conducting focus groups and interviews could 

provide participants the chance to share inside perspectives about their experiences and 

what impacts their levels of thriving.  

Specific to this institution and consistent with the results found in RQ3, additional 

research could be conducted on the commitment to staff welfare variable as it relates to 

overall thriving, as it was the only variable that did not show a correlation to overall 

thriving. It would be important to determine if student affairs professionals generally feel 

a lack of commitment to staff welfare by the institution or if the results were influenced 

by the current pandemic. Another potential future research recommendation for this 

institution is to look at how the work environment may change as the pandemic 
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progresses and how that changing work environment might affect thriving in student 

affairs professionals.  

There are various frameworks on the concept of thriving within the workplace, 

which is often known as workplace thriving (Seligman, 2011; Spreitzer et al., 2005). 

Ultimately, the research team concluded that thriving is an important concept for student 

affairs professionals’ well-being, connection to their workplace, and ability to positively 

impact the organization even during a pandemic. However, as our research was limited, 

further research is needed around the concept of thriving in student affairs and higher 

education professionals. 

Chapter Summary 

This study examined the concept of thriving among student affairs professionals, 

which PERMA constructs (positive emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning, and 

accomplishments) contributed to thriving among these professionals, which predictors 

(psychological sense of community, spirituality, institutional integrity, and commitment 

to staff welfare) contributed to thriving, and how the COVID-19 pandemic affected 

thriving amongst student affairs professionals. Ultimately, it was discovered that overall, 

student affairs professionals were high in overall thriving, and all five PERMA constructs 

significantly contributed to overall thriving among student affairs professionals. Three 

out of the four predictors (psychological sense of community, spirituality, and 

institutional integrity) were found to have significantly impacted thriving among the 

study participants. The COVID-19 pandemic was also found to have significantly 

impacted thriving. 
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The researchers of this study presented recommendations for suggested courses of 

action for higher education administrators, supervisors and managers, graduate programs, 

and professional organizations. Recommendations for administrators included making 

commitments to the ongoing professional development of student affairs professionals, 

implementing career ladders as an incentive to advance within an institution, and creating 

an equitable work environment across campus. This can be achieved by allocating 

financial resources to student affairs offices. In turn, these individuals can continue to 

grow as professionals, take on new roles within their respective offices, learn new skills 

and develop existing ones, and collaborate with other professionals in the field to gain 

new perspectives on how to best serve college students.  

Recommendations for supervisors and managers included participation in ongoing 

management training, implementing a comprehensive onboarding and training program 

for new student affairs professionals, and highlighting the institution, campus culture, and 

staff support. These strategies promote a sense of institutional integrity and provide 

prospective student affairs professionals with an accurate glimpse into the institution 

prior to their hiring. Recommendations for graduate programs included ensuring that 

foundational student affairs-related knowledge and experiences were incorporated into 

graduate programs designed to educate the next wave of student affairs professionals. 

This allows for future practitioners to fully understand the scope, expectations, and 

essential characteristics that are required for entry into the field of student affairs. 

Recommendations for professional organizations included ongoing advocacy and 

representation of student affairs professionals to promote professionalization of focus 

areas within the field. Additionally, professional organizations can maintain this 
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advocacy and representation by conducting ongoing research into how student affairs 

professionals are thriving, providing professional development opportunities for both 

staff and supervisors. 

The researchers identified areas of future research that could further expand upon 

the literature involving thriving among student affairs professionals in higher education. 

They noted that this individual study was limited to a single four-year public institution in 

the Midwest. It was recommended that future research examine thriving among student 

affairs professionals at both public and private institutions as well as other four-year 

institutions and community colleges. This would provide richer depth and context to 

thriving among student affairs professionals in higher education. It was recommended 

that future investigation of how gender, race, and other key demographics may impact 

perceived levels of thriving among professionals. Lastly, qualitative research was 

recommended for future research in thriving, as it would provide additional context, 

insight, and personal experiences with thriving student affairs professionals. 
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APPENDIX A 

THRIVING QUOTIENT FOR STAFF AND ADMINISTRATORS 

The original source of the survey was the Thriving Project at Azusa Pacific 

University under the leadership of Dr. Laurie Schreiner. This instrument is the 

intellectual property of Dr. Laurie A. Schreiner, owner and copyright holder of 

the Thriving QuotientTM. 

 
DEMOGRAPHICS 

● When were you born? 
1. 1928-1945 
2. 1946-1964 
3. 1965-1980 
4. 1981-1996 
5. 1997-2012 

 
● What is your current cluster/functional area in student affairs? (Note: These clusters were created 

by grouping commonalities in services provided by various functional areas to increase sample 
size) 

1. STUDENT SUCCESS: Academic Advising/Career Development/Learning Support 
Services 

2. STUDENT ENROLLMENT: Admissions/Enrollment Management/Financial 
Aid/Registrar  

3. STUDENT ENGAGEMENT: Housing & Residence Life/Student Involvement 
4. STUDENT SUPPORT: Campus Recreation/Counseling & Health Services/Disability 

Support Services/Diversity & Inclusion/International Student Services/Veteran’s Services  
 

 
Thriving Quotient for Staff and Administrators (TQ-SA) 

Based on Seligman’s Well-Being Theory 
 

Note: In the final survey distributed to participants, survey items will be randomized. 
 

1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Somewhat Disagree,  
4 = Somewhat Agree, 5 = Agree, 6 = Strongly Agree 

Thriving (PERMA) – Positive Emotion – P Construct (4) SD                     SA 

I look for the best in situations, even when things seem hopeless. 1   2   3   4   5   6 

I really enjoy being a staff or administrator here.  1   2   3   4   5   6 

I am optimistic about this institution’s ability to weather the challenges 
facing higher education.  

1   2   3   4   5   6 

I tend to believe that things will eventually work out for me, if I invest 
enough effort.  

1   2   3   4   5   6 
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Thriving (PERMA) – Engagement – E Construct (4) SD                     SA 

I feel energized by my work at this institution. 1   2   3   4   5   6 

The vision established by the senior leadership of this institution is 
motivating to me. 

1   2   3   4   5   6 

I tend to become so absorbed in my work that I lose track of time.  1   2   3   4   5   6 

I enjoy my work.  1   2   3   4   5   6 

Thriving (PERMA) – Relationships – R Construct (4) SD                     SA 

I have a positive working relationship with the administrators with 
whom I interact at this institution.  

1   2   3   4   5   6 

I have good friends at this institution. 1   2   3   4   5   6 

My immediate supervisor cares about me as a person.  1   2   3   4   5   6 

I receive the support I need from my co-workers at this institution.  1   2   3   4   5   6 

Thriving (PERMA) – Meaning – M Construct (4) SD                     SA 

My work gives me a sense of meaning or purpose in my life.  1   2   3   4   5   6 

I believe I make a difference in the lives of students at this institution.  1   2   3   4   5   6 

I feel valued by my colleagues. 1   2   3   4   5   6 

My values are aligned with the mission of this institution.  1   2   3   4   5   6 

Thriving (PERMA) – Accomplishment – A Construct (4) SD                     SA 

I tend to achieve the meaningful goals I set for myself in my work at 
this institution. 

1   2   3   4   5   6 

I am able to do what I love much of the time at this institution. 1   2   3   4   5   6 

My immediate supervisor has given me positive feedback about my 
work in the last month. 

1   2   3   4   5   6 

I feel good about what I have accomplished so far in my role at this 
institution. 

1   2   3   4   5   6 

Thriving Predictors – Psychological Sense of Community (8) SD                  SA 

I am proud to represent this institution in the broader academic 
community.  

1   2   3   4   5   6 

I feel like I belong here. 1   2   3   4   5   6 

I feel supported by the administration of this institution.  1   2   3   4   5   6 

There is a solid sense of trust between the faculty, staff, and 
administration here.  

1   2   3   4   5   6 

I have an opportunity to participate in institutional decision-making 
processes at this institution.  

1   2   3   4   5   6 



236 
 

   
 

My opinions matter to the leadership of this institution.  1   2   3   4   5   6 

There is a spirit of collegiality among the faculty, staff, and 
administration.  

1   2   3   4   5   6 

There is effective communication across this institution.  1   2   3   4   5   6 

 
 

Thriving Predictors - Spirituality (3) SD                     SA 

My spiritual or religious beliefs provide me with a sense of strength 
when life is difficult.  

1   2   3   4   5   6 

My spiritual or religious beliefs are the foundation of my approach to 
my work at this institution.  

1   2   3   4   5   6 

My spiritual or religious beliefs give meaning/purpose to my life. 1   2   3   4   5   6 

Thriving Predictors - Institutional Integrity (3) SD                     SA 

Overall, the actions of faculty, staff, and administrators on this campus 
are consistent with the mission of the institution.  

1   2   3   4   5   6 

My experiences at this institution so far have met my expectations.  1   2   3   4   5   6 

This institution was accurately portrayed to me during the hiring 
process.  

1   2   3   4   5   6 

Thriving Predictors - Commitment to Staff Welfare (4) SD                     SA 

The leadership of this institution is committed to the well-being of its 
employees.  

1   2   3   4   5   6 

This institution provides me with the resources I need to succeed in a 
multicultural environment.  

1   2   3   4   5   6 

This institution treats staff equitably, regardless of their race, ethnicity, 
or gender.  

1   2   3   4   5   6 

Diverse perspectives are valued within this institution. 1   2   3   4   5   6 

COVID-19 - Outcome (7) 
1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Somewhat Disagree,  

4 = Somewhat Agree, 5 = Agree, 6 = Strongly Agree 

SD                    SA 

Overall, senior leadership has done a good job protecting staff from the 
negative health consequences of COVID-19. 

1   2   3   4   5   6 

 

Overall, senior leadership has done a good job helping staff adapt to 
the changes at the institution brought on by the spread of COVID-19. 

1   2   3   4   5   6 

 

Overall, senior leadership has shown care and concern for staff as they 
respond to the spread of COVID-19. 

1   2   3   4   5   6 

 

1 = Very Dissatisfied, 2 = Dissatisfied, 3 = Somewhat Dissatisfied,  VD                    VS 
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4 = Somewhat Satisfied, 5 = Satisfied, 6 = Very Satisfied  

The timeliness of the communication you’ve received from this 
institution about its ongoing responses to COVID-19.  

1   2   3   4   5   6 

The clarity of the communication you’ve received from this institution 
about its ongoing responses to COVID-19. 

1   2   3   4   5   6 

The support you’ve received from this institution to help you to revise 
your work to a remote format when needed. 

1   2   3   4   5   6 

The information you’ve received about how changes in response to 
COVID-19 will impact the institution’s future viability. 

1   2   3   4   5   6 

 

SUPPLEMENTAL QUESTIONS 
 

1 = Never, 2 = Rarely, 3 = Occasionally, 4 = Often, 5 = Frequently, 6 = Always N   R   Oc  Of  F   A 

Feel joyful about your work?  1   2   3   4   5   6 

Feel positive emotions when you are at work?  1   2   3   4   5   6 

Enjoy coming to work?   1   2   3   4   5   6 

Thriving (1) 
1 = Not Even Surviving, 2 = Barely Surviving, 3 = Surviving, 4 = Somewhat 

Thriving, 5 = Mostly Thriving, 6 = Consistently Thriving 

NES                      T 

Thriving is defined as positive engagement in meaningful work, 
connecting to others at a deeper level, and being optimistic about 
one’s present and future life. Using that definition, how would you 
rate your own level of thriving in your role at this institution? 

1   2   3   4   5   6 

 
 

• What has happened this semester that has shaped your assessment of your own thriving? 
 

• How has your thriving changed over the past year? 
 

• Finally, how has COVID-19 affected your ability to thrive in your role at this institution? 
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APPENDIX B 

INITIAL OUTREACH TO DR. SCHREINER 
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APPENDIX C 

PERMISSION FROM DR. SCHREINER 
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APPENDIX D 

 INFORMED CONSENT FOR PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH ACTIVITIES 

 
University of Missouri - St. Louis 
College of Education 
One University Boulevard 
201 Education Admin Bldg. 
St. Louis, Missouri 63121-4400 
Telephone:  (314) 516-4970 
  

Informed Consent for Participation in Research Activities 

 
Thriving in Student Affairs Professionals: An Exploration of Supporting Constructs 
HSC Approval Number __2044202_____ 
 
Principal Investigators: Shawn Brodie, Phillip Campbell, Gretchen Day Fricke, Kawanna 
Leggett, Norris Manning             
  
Summary of the Study 
 
This study is part of a co-authored dissertation research through the College of Education 
at the University of Missouri-Saint Louis. The researchers will investigate the different 
experiences of student affairs professionals in a higher education setting using Dr. Laurie 
Schreiner’s Thriving Quotient for Staff and Administrators (TQ-SA). More information 
about Dr. Schreiner’s Thriving Project can be found at www.thrivingincollege.org.  
  
The TQ-SA will be administered to participants via online survey and will require the use 
of a computer or smartphone to complete. If you wish to participate, but cannot complete 
the study electronically, please contact one of the researchers and they will work to make 
an accommodation for you. 
  
Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. The authors anticipate minimal risk of 
harm to participants. Participants may experience feelings of discomfort in recalling 
professional experiences from the past or those they may be experiencing now. 

1. You are invited to participate in a research study conducted under the supervision of 
dissertation committee chair Dr. Shawn Woodhouse, Ph.D. The purpose of this study is 
to learn more about the experiences of student affairs professionals and to use that 
information to make recommendations for institutions in order to improve processes and 
conditions which will help to retain student affairs professionals. Insights from this study 
will be explored to help guide workplace and team development opportunities to develop 
thriving communities of student affairs professionals. It is expected that the inquiry will 
assist in answering the research questions and propel the development of a more 
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sustainable workplace in which more student affairs professionals will thrive. 
 
2. a) Your participation will involve completing a 54-item survey that will explore 
various aspects of your professional work in student affairs. It is anticipated that the 
survey will take 20-30 minutes to complete. In addition to this initial invite, all study 
participants will receive at least two reminder e-mails. The online survey will be open for 
30 days. 

       b) Approximately 170 student affairs professionals from Southern Illinois University 
Edwardsville may be involved in this research hosted by the University of Missouri-St. 
Louis. 

       c) To thank you for your participation, we will enter you for a chance to win one of 
five $25 Amazon gift cards. If you wish to participate in this raffle, please provide a valid 
email address at the end of the survey. Participant emails will be separated from 
submitted survey data in order to ensure confidentiality. 
 
3. There are no known risks associated with this research, though you may experience 
some feelings of discomfort when recalling past or current professional experiences. If 
you experience any discomfort with participating in this survey, please contact your 
institution’s human resources department for information on any Employee Assistance 
Programs that may be available to you. 
 
4. There are no direct benefits for you participating in this study but results that are 
collected could contribute to suggestions on new practices for developing future student 
affairs professionals. 
 
5. As part of the agreement of using the Thriving Quotient for Staff and Administrators, 
the research team will provide anonymous raw data to Dr. Laurie Schreiner. This data 
will be collected and stored by Dr. Schreiner for use in her ongoing research on thriving.  
 
6. Participants will not receive any individual research results. 
 
7. Your participation is voluntary, and you may choose not to participate in this research 
study or withdraw your consent at any time. You will NOT be penalized in any way 
should you choose not to participate or withdraw. 
 
8. We will do everything we can to protect your privacy. As part of this effort, your 
identity will not be revealed in any publication that may result from this study. In rare 
instances, a researcher's study must undergo an audit or program evaluation by an 
oversight agency (such as the Office for Human Research Protection) that would lead to 
disclosure of your data as well as any other information collected by the researcher. 
 
9. If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study, or if any problems arise, 
you may call the dissertation committee chair, Dr. Shawn Woodhouse, at 



246 
 

   
 

woodhouses@umsystem.edu or (314) 516-5889. You may also ask questions or state 
concerns regarding your rights as a research participant to the Office of Research, at 
ora@umsystem.edu or (314) 516-5897. Please feel free to contact any member of the 
research team at any time: 
 
Shawn Brodie – brodies@umsystem.edu 
Phillip Campbell – pjc2n4@umsystem.edu 
Gretchen Day Fricke – gdf9c7@umsystem.edu 
Kawanna Leggett – kklkw8@umsystem.edu 
Norris Manning – nmhkk@umsystem.edu 
 
This project has received IRB approval from SIUE IRB. IRB protocol number and 
project title: 1067 Thriving in Student Affairs Professionals: An Exploration of 
Supporting Constructs 

 

  

mailto:woodhouses@umsystem.edu
mailto:ora@umsystem.edu
mailto:brodies@umsystem.edu
mailto:brodies@umsystem.edu
mailto:pjc2n4@umsystem.edu
mailto:pjc2n4@umsystem.edu
mailto:gdf9c7@umsystem.edu
mailto:gdf9c7@umsystem.edu
mailto:kklkw8@umsystem.edu
mailto:kklkw8@umsystem.edu
mailto:nmhkk@umsystem.edu


247 
 

   
 

 APPENDIX E  

EMAIL COMMUNICATION WITH POTENTIAL PARTICIPANTS 

  
Introductory email to potential participants 
  
From: Schoenecker, Timothy  
Sent: Wednesday, February 17, 2021 9:15 AM 
 To: Schoenecker, Timothy <tschoen@siue.edu> 
 Subject: Invitation to Participate in a Research Project 
  
Dear Colleagues, 
   
In the next few days, you will receive an invitation to participate in a research study 
being conducted by several SIUE colleagues who are part of a larger team completing a 
co-authored dissertation research project through the College of Education at the 
University of Missouri-St. Louis. This project investigates the different experiences of 
student affairs professionals in a higher education setting. The study includes a survey 
asking participants to respond to various professional experiences they have had.  
  
You’ve been selected as a potential participant because of your role in working with 
students. Participation is entirely voluntary and anonymous. Your participation will help 
add to the current research on what causes student affairs professionals to thrive. Please 
watch for the invitation coming in a few days and I encourage you to consider 
participating.  
  
Sincerely, 
  
Tim 
-------------------------------------------------------  
Timothy S. Schoenecker, Ph.D. 
Dean, School of Business 
Southern Illinois University Edwardsville 
Edwardsville, IL 62026-1100 
618.650.3823 
------------------------------------------------------- 
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Survey invitation potential participants 
  
Subject:  Invitation to participate in a research project 
  
Dear ${m://FirstName}, 
 
This email is the study invitation referenced in the e-mail sent by Dr. Schoenecker, Dean, 
School of Business, earlier today. 
 
We are a part of a team completing a co-authored dissertation research project through 
the College of Education at the University of Missouri-St. Louis. This project will 
investigate the different experiences of student affairs professionals in a higher education 
setting. The study will consist of a survey about your professional experiences as a 
student affairs professional. 
 
You’ve been selected as a potential participant because of your role working with 
students. Participation is entirely voluntary and anonymous. Your participation will help 
add to the current research on what causes student affairs professionals to thrive. 
Completion of the entire survey will help us fully analyze the data. At the beginning of 
the survey is information about informed consent that provides additional details of the 
study. 

Follow this link to the Survey: 
${l://SurveyLink?d=Take the Survey} 

Or copy and paste the URL below into your internet browser: 
${l://SurveyURL} 
 
While the survey will be anonymous, if you’d like to enter your email at the end, you will 
be entered in a drawing for one of five $25 Amazon gift cards as a thank you for your 
participation. Your email will not be attached to your responses to ensure all responses 
are kept anonymous. 
  
Thank you in advance for your time and participation. 
  
Sincerely, 
Shawn Brodie – brodies@umsystem.edu 
Phillip Campbell – pjc2n4@umsystem.edu 
Gretchen Day Fricke – gdf9c7@umsystem.edu 
Kawanna Leggett – kklkw8@umsystem.edu 
Norris Manning – nmhkk@umsystem.edu 
Doctoral Candidates, Doctor of Education 
University of Missouri-St. Louis 

mailto:brodies@umsystem.edu
mailto:brodies@umsystem.edu
mailto:pjc2n4@umsystem.edu
mailto:pjc2n4@umsystem.edu
mailto:gdf9c7@umsystem.edu
mailto:gdf9c7@umsystem.edu
mailto:kklkw8@umsystem.edu
mailto:kklkw8@umsystem.edu
mailto:nmhkk@umsystem.edu
mailto:nmhkk@umsystem.edu


249 
 

   
 

Follow the link to opt out of future emails: 
${l://OptOutLink?d=Click here to unsubscribe} 

 
  
  
Survey invitation potential participants – reminder at one week 
  
Dear colleagues, 
 
This email is a reminder of our invitation to you to participate in a research project. We 
know this time of year is extremely busy. This email is a friendly reminder that the 
survey will remain open for three more weeks and will close on March 18. We would 
greatly appreciate your participation. 
  
We are a part of a team completing a co-authored dissertation research project through 
the College of Education at the University of Missouri-St. Louis. This project will 
investigate the different experiences of student affairs professionals in a higher education 
setting. The study will consist of a survey asking participants to respond to various 
professional experiences they have had. 
  
You’ve been selected as a potential participant because of your role working with 
students. Participation is entirely voluntary and anonymous. Your participation will help 
add to the current research on what causes student affairs professionals to thrive. 
Completion of the entire survey will help us fully analyze the data. At the beginning of 
the survey is information about informed consent that provides additional details of the 
study. 
  

Follow this link to the Survey: 
${l://SurveyLink?d=Take the Survey} 

Or copy and paste the URL below into your internet browser: 
${l://SurveyURL} 

 
While the survey will be anonymous, if you’d like to enter your email at the end, you will 
be entered in a drawing for one of five $25 Amazon gift cards as a thank you for your 
participation. Your email will not be attached to your responses to ensure all responses 
are kept anonymous. 
  
Thank you in advance for your time and participation. 
  
Sincerely, 
Shawn Brodie – brodies@umsystem.edu 
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Phillip Campbell – pjc2n4@umsystem.edu 
Gretchen Day Fricke – gdf9c7@umsystem.edu 
Kawanna Leggett – kklkw8@umsystem.edu 
Norris Manning – nmhkk@umsystem.edu 
Doctoral Candidates, Doctor of Education 
University of Missouri-St. Louis 
 
Follow the link to opt out of future emails: 
${l://OptOutLink?d=Click here to unsubscribe} 
 
  
Survey invitation potential participants – reminder at two weeks 
  
Dear colleagues, 
  
This email is a friendly reminder that the survey will remain open just two more weeks 
and will close on March 18. If you are able, we would greatly appreciate your 
participation. 
  
We are a part of a team completing a co-authored dissertation research project through 
the College of Education at the University of Missouri-St. Louis. This project will 
investigate the different experiences of student affairs professionals in a higher education 
setting. The study will consist of a survey asking participants to respond to various 
professional experiences they have had. 
  
You’ve been selected as a potential participant because of your role working with 
students. Participation is entirely voluntary and anonymous. Your participation will help 
add to the current research on what causes student affairs professionals to thrive. 
Completion of the entire survey will help us fully analyze the data. At the beginning of 
the survey is information about informed consent that provides additional details of the 
study. 
  

Follow this link to the Survey: 
${l://SurveyLink?d=Take the Survey} 

Or copy and paste the URL below into your internet browser: 
${l://SurveyURL} 

 
While the survey will be anonymous, if you’d like to enter your email at the end, you will 
be entered in a drawing for one of five $25 Amazon gift cards as a thank you for your 
participation. Your email will not be attached to your responses to ensure all responses 
are kept anonymous. 
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Thank you in advance for your time and participation. 
  
Sincerely, 
Shawn Brodie – brodies@umsystem.edu 
Phillip Campbell – pjc2n4@umsystem.edu 
Gretchen Day Fricke – gdf9c7@umsystem.edu 
Kawanna Leggett – kklkw8@umsystem.edu 
Norris Manning – nmhkk@umsystem.edu 
Doctoral Candidates, Doctor of Education 
University of Missouri-St. Louis 
 
Follow the link to opt out of future emails: 
${l://OptOutLink?d=Click here to unsubscribe} 
  
  
Survey invitation potential participants – final reminder if participant is less than 
50% (THIS REMINDER WAS NOT NECESSARY) 
  
Subject:  Invitation to participate in a research project – one last call 
  
Dear colleagues, 
  

Thank you in advance for your consideration. We want to ensure that we have 
enough responses for a robust data analysis and need XX more responses. Will you help 
us get to XX?  Can we count on you to complete the survey?  It will only take XX 
minutes. SURVEY LINK. We know this is a busy time of year for you and we greatly 
value and appreciate your time.  
   

We are a part of a team completing a co-authored dissertation research project 
through the College of Education at the University of Missouri-St. Louis. This project 
will investigate the different experiences of student affairs professionals in a higher 
education setting. The study will consist of a survey asking participants to respond to 
various professional experiences they have had.  
  

You’ve been selected as a potential participant because of your role in working 
with students. Participation is entirely voluntary and anonymous. Your participation will 
help add to the current research on what causes student affairs professionals to thrive. 
Completion of the entire survey will help us fully analyze the data. At the beginning of 
the survey is information about informed consent that provides additional details of the 
study. 
  

The survey may be found at:  XXX 
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While the survey will be anonymous, if you’d like to enter your email at the end, 

you will be entered in a drawing for one of five $25 Amazon gift cards as a thank you for 
your participation. Your email will not be attached to your responses to ensure all 
responses are kept anonymous. 

  
Thank you in advance for your time and participation. 

  
Sincerely, 
  
Shawn Brodie 
Phillip Campbell 
Gretchen Fricke 
Kawanna Leggett 
Norris Manning 
University of Missouri-St. Louis doctoral students 
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APPENDIX F 

IRB APPROVAL FROM UMSL AND THRIVING UNIVERSITY 
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APPENDIX G 

RESPONSES TO “WHAT HAS HAPPENED THIS SEMESTER THAT HAS 

SHAPED YOUR ASSESSMENT OF YOUR OWN THRIVING?”  

 

Theme Example Quote 
Relationships “Being isolated at home and losing face to face interactions has proven 

tiresome; however, the ability to rise above to these challenges and 
provide a positive experience for students has helped me thrive.” 

"The loss of connection with students in a face-to-face mode has been 
challenging.” 

“It has been difficult to feel successful while working remotely as well. 
The interaction with colleagues, both within the office and across 
campus, is missing in a remote environment. It is difficult to feel 
like one is thriving in this environment.” 

“A continuation of lack of support from my immediate supervisor and 
colleagues.” 

Overwhelmed “I'm overwhelmed, overworked, and underpaid for the quality of work I 
am producing for the department and institution.” 

“Work is overwhelming. We're told to find balance, but there's so much to 
do, that it's difficult to find an opportunity for that.” 

COVID “I think that the ongoing struggle with COVID-19 has shaped my 
assessment of thriving this semester. I am tired of the ongoing 
rules and regulations even though I know they are necessary.” 

“This semester I was reminded by a colleague that the decisions, 
communication, and action I am taking related to COVID is saving 
people's lives” 

Communication “I think the university as a whole does good with communication, but my 
department is lacking considerably in this area.” 

“Senior administration continues to effectively communicate about COVID 
19 issues.” 

“I feel like our department's lack of communication and segmented work 
areas has created an environment that does not promote growth or 
collaboration. COVID has only highlighted this even more with 
people working remotely.” 

Optimism " Optimistic that the program I am coordinating can truly help those who 
need it.” 

“Although we all have had challenges presented to us having to work 
remotely, I believe we are more tolerant of each other and patient 
with each other than pre-COVID times. This past year has brought 
more compassion towards each other.” 

Finding meaning 
through 
supporting 
students / 
Accomplishment 

“I would rate myself as surviving and the only reason it's that high is 
because of connections to my students and knowing that I am 
making a difference there.” 
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“Multiple students thanking me and my staff for going above and beyond 
to serve their needs on ground while many offices have seen a 
significant decline in student satisfaction.” 

“Seeing that our students are showing resilience is actually inspiring for 
me.” 

Remote work 
(commitment to 
staff welfare) 

“Moving to a remote environment has been fantastic for my overall morale 
and happiness in my position - however, the pressure of "return to 
normal" or "putting students first" has made me reevaluate my 
happiness in the office.” 

“Being able to manage my own work schedule while working from home 
to accommodate for times I feel most motivated to get work done 
has been extremely beneficial.” 

“As we have been given the freedom and flexibility to adjust our schedules 
as needed when working with students, as well as recognition that 
we are all in this new and seemingly impossible situation together, 
I have felt supported and been able to provide support.” 

“I feel that working remotely has also helped me to thrive professionally 
because it makes it so much easier to achieve a healthy work/life 
balance.” 

“Our department is on-ground providing in-person facilities and programs, 
while other departments/staff are still being allowed to work 
remotely. we dont have that option.” 

Racism  
(institutional 
integrity) 

“Watching faculty and staff of color repeatedly looked over for promotions 
and opportunities for advancement have really put a damper on my 
experience at xxxxxx. Dealing with blatant racism/sexism and a 
lack of appropriate responses from the university has not improved 
my outlook.” 

“The institution continues to share an anti-racist value, but it is not living 
up to said values. Espousing values but not living up to it clouds 
my judgement of the institution and stops me from feeling like I'm 
thriving. In addition, being the only person of color on my 
leadership team puts me in a position to be tokenized on the team. 
I cannot thrive in the position while being used by the institution.” 

“I have been able to see how deeply rooted in white supremacy our campus 
is.” 

Note. N = 95 
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APPENDIX H 

RESPONSES TO “HOW HAS YOUR THRIVING HERE CHANGED OVER THE 

PAST YEAR?” 

 

Theme Example Quote 
Lack of 
connections / 
relationships 

“I have been intentional about creating relationships outside the 
department I work in and outside the division I work in so that I 
can take ownership in bridging gaps and create the 
meaningfulness that I NEED to see in my work.” 

Unfair work 
distribution 

“pushed to create more in-person programming and events, without the 
support of other staff or other departments to share the workload 
of supporting in-person programming, it continually falls to the 
same staff.” 

Work from home “while working from home I do not hear most of the negative and/or loud 
conversations that go on in my office.” 

“Toxic workplace energy that I sometimes feel in-person within the office 
no longer permeates my (remote) workspace.” 

“Working from home has given me a lot of peace in an ever changing 
environment with the pandemic.” 

“Working remotely and having the ability to schedule work tasks at times 
that work best for me personally has allowed me to be more 
productive with my work while experiencing less burnout.” 

Commitment to 
staff welfare 

“The students have become disengaged with me and the university doesn't 
seem to care about their employees, only the students.” 

“I've been more involved on campus and in campus decisions. It has 
allowed me to honestly see thriving as less attainable. The more I 
learned about the institution and decisions, the more I've come to 
be skeptical of the administration.” 

“I believe that the University's take on leading with "grace" has been top 
notch.” 

Accomplishment “I have had time to learn my role and adapt to certain challenges.” 
Overall thriving “The positive feelings I once had for xxxxxx have now been dampened 

and I do not anticipate my spirits improving.” 
“This time last year, I was a much more positive and enthusiastic team 

member.” 
“sense of not feeling appreciated for the work I do on a daily basis by my 

supervisor.” 
“being physically present in Church and a better sense of optimism, has 

helped me thrive better this spring.” 
“I feel that working remotely has also helped me to thrive professionally 

because it makes it so much easier to achieve a healthy work/life 
balance.” 

“I feel like it also built up confidence and resilience in me.” 
Note. N = 95 
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APPENDIX I 

RESPONSES TO “HOW HAS COVID-19 AFFECTED YOUR ABILITY TO 

THRIVE IN YOUR ROLE AT THIS INSTITUTION?” 

 

Theme Example Quote 
Feeling of 
isolation 

“I feel very lonely and isolated and feel like I have not been able to connect 
to campus like I would have wanted to within the first year of my 
role.” 

“Working from home as a single person living alone has been severely 
isolating.” 

Lack of 
connections / 
relationships 
 

“The absence of daily face-to-face interactions with colleagues and 
students has left me feeling isolated and alone.” 

“It has affected my ability to be a true team player in my group and create 
connections with my students.” 

“I feel generally successful in my work, but disconnected from my 
colleagues.” 

“since everything is done by zoom, there is no personal interaction with 
others which has decreased my relationship with my colleagues 

“I miss seeing everyone (staff, students, faculty). I miss seeing the 
campus.” 

Unfair work 
distribution 

“Staff has been of secondary importance to the University. More concern 
about not upsetting the faculty union was prevalent than thinking 
about impacts to employees.” 

“It is difficult to watch my staff be fearful of being at work in person while 
other areas of the University are closed to the public and people 
are protected by working from home.” 

Work from 
home, positive 

“If anything the pandemic has shown me is a more positive work 
environment - my home space.” 

“I find that working from home brings me more inner peace and happiness, 
allowing me to work my job more effectively and support students 
without feeling as much burnout. The only negative things that I 
am currently experiencing at this point in regards to COVID-19 is 
this looming dread that I will likely no longer get the option to 
work remotely after a while due to institutional and office 
pressures to return back to campus, thus removing a factor of my 
working joy and inner peace. I worry that I will no longer be happy 
and able to thrive in-person if I'm no longer given the option to 
work remotely, at least part-time or when I can.” 

“I'm self motivated and working from home makes it easer to accomplish 
more because everyone is expect to communicate with each other 
in our dept much more than previously working in the office.” 

“My productivity may even exceed what it was when I was on campus 
because I have fewer interruptions and distractions.”   

“I feel like I am thriving with working remotely and being able to rethink 
some of our programming. I feel excited about the the new 
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programming and connecting with students through different 
formats.” 

“I love the autonomy of having more flexibility in my position and by 
being able to work from home. I truly feel that this has been a 
silver lining of Covid and has renewed my sense of thriving in my 
career.” 

Work from 
home, negative 

“I am unable to carry out responsibilities that I normally would in an in-
person manner.” 

Wellbeing “The response to working remote is not consistent throughout the 
institution.” 

Meaning “I am provided a different sense of meaning, where the term "health and 
safety of the community" means something deeper than I could 
have possibly imagined my role would be responsible for 
insuring.” 

“Some seem to take advantage of "work from home" mode more than 
others, or more than others are capable of doing.”     

Commitment to 
staff welfare 

“The lack of support I felt from direct leadership specifically in the 
beginning of the pandemic has caused me to feel my work is 
undervalued.” 

“I am lucky to have a university provided laptop to utilize at home but 
many staff continue to use their own equipment and resources to 
maintain an effective remote office. I think that could be better 
addressed to support remote work.” 

“COVID-19 has shown me how much xxxxxx and my department care 
about my well-being. They were quick to pivot and do whatever it 
took to ensure the success and health of the students, staff, and 
faculty.” 

"I would have appreciated a clearer message from the administration on the 
expectations of open doors/work from home, and a more equitable 
solution for all staff.” 

“As a "front line" staff member, it feels like administration expects that 
staff will take on many challenges, but does not pay attention to 
the needs of the staff. It seems that there is a lot of focus on what 
the students and faculty need during this time, but the staff are 
somewhat ignored. Feels like an extension of what was already 
happening at the institution, just magnified because of the 
pandemic.”   

Accomplishment “It's challenged me to figure out to be creative about engaging students. I 
enjoy this challenge but miss more organic opportunities to engage 
students.” 

“We have had to completely rethink certain processes, so it has been an 
opportunity to learn more and think critically regarding tasks in 
our department.” 

“It showed me that I am more resourceful and adaptable than I previously 
thought. It gave me the confidence to improve my skills and 
expand my skills in a way I was not able to to in our traditional 
schedule. I was given more trust and more opportunities 
throughout my work and demonstrated abilities to effectively help 
others through their issues.” 
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Overall Thriving “I sincerely believe that (ironically) my ability to thrive has increased. The 
remote work environment suits me, and students seem very 
comfortable in a virtual space. I have gained additional students 
who are excited to return to the institution to pursue their degree. 
This has created lots of positive energy, with nothing in my work 
environment (like people wearing masks), to cause negative 
energy.”   

“If anything, it has STRENGTHENED by ability to thrive. It has reminded 
me that when you show up, when you are present, when you 
demonstrate you care, and that you have a strong understanding of 
the mission, values, policies and procedures that guide our 
interactions with students, you will thrive as an Academic 
Advisor.” 

“My ability to thrive in my role has remained constant through COVID-19 
as I find that thriving is largely a choice I can make independent of 
the conditions around me.” 

“Worry about how we were going to transition as we went into quarantine, 
then excitement of creating new ways to serve students, and now a 
feeling of burnout as I have tried to create as many new 
opportunities for students as possible.” 

“I think COVID-19 has shown me just how little I have put my happiness 
first all along, and when it's all over (enough to return to 
"normal"), I wonder how long I will continue to put up with that.” 

I am also concerned that there is going to be this immediate expectation 
"when things are back to normal" to immediately shift back to 
everyone "as it was" which will cause significant stress for 
employees, in my opinion.” 

Note. N = 99 
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