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Abstract 
Student affairs professionals (SAPs) from marginalized backgrounds hold potential as a key source of support for the growing number of students from equity-deserving groups. In fact, they may attribute their decision to enter the student affairs field to wanting to make a difference. SAPs from marginalized backgrounds have the potential to improve the experiences of a diversifying student body. Accordingly, this study aims to further develop the understanding of how SAPs make sense of their diverse identities (e.g., gender, sexuality, race, ability) and their perceptions of what that could mean to students who have also experienced marginalization. Data from 16 research participants, experienced student affairs professionals currently working in higher education in Ontario, Canada, were collected for this study. Each of the 16 participants interviewed had experienced effects on their identity development related to their marginalized identities or perceptions of their marginality. Four major themes encompass the findings from these qualitative interviews: experiencing identity-based marginalization; using lived experience; impacts of diverse representation; and advancing equity, diversity, and inclusion in higher education.
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Introduction 
Students in North America from historically marginalized backgrounds face additional barriers to academic and social engagement (Kanagala & Oliver, 2019; Parker, 2021; Woodford et al., 2025). For many of these individuals, their student experience in university or college is a defining moment in their lives, whether negative or positive. Marginalized individuals are defined as “those excluded from dominant social, economic, educational, and/or cultural life” (Sevelius et al., 2020, p. 2009). Students may identify as marginalized based on their race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, ability, and often the myriad intersections between. In North American higher education, student affairs professionals (SAPs) are the staff members responsible for providing what would be considered pastoral support in other contexts, such as Australia (Nakata & Nakata, 2023). SAPs from marginalized backgrounds hold potential as a key source of support for the growing number of students from equity-deserving groups. In fact, they may attribute their decision to enter the student affairs field to wanting to make a difference. However, working conditions in North America indicate that student affairs staff attrition levels are at a staggering level as “new professionals leave the profession at roughly 60% within one to five years of completing a graduate degree” (Dinise-Halter, 2017, p. 2). Given the additional challenges faced by marginalized faculty and staff (DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2020; Turner & Waterman, 2020), it is likely that attrition levels are even higher among this heterogeneous group.
[bookmark: _heading=h.1winb5p3lw3k]SAPs have been shown to be at risk of burning out (Garcia et al., 2021; Jackson Preston et al., 2021; Pertuz, 2017; Sánchez et al., 2021). The addition of an increased workload for marginalized professionals could in turn be a strong contributor to increased levels of stress and burnout, potentially leading to attrition. A study by Kortegast and van der Toorn (2018) on the experiences of gay and lesbian SAPs in the United States (U.S.) found that 68% of participants decided to exit the profession due to “hidden responsibilities.” However, the exact number who leave due to workplace discrimination is not known. Hidden responsibilities impact SAPs who identify as queer people of colour (QPOC) who draw from their own student experiences to develop supports for QPOC students despite a lack of institutional resources (Kangala & Oliver, 2019). In Canadian institutions specifically, in light of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada’s (2015) Calls to Action, Indigenous Peoples in what is now known as Canada (part of Turtle Island, the Indigenous name for North America) must be involved in decision-making on issues that affect them. This results in extra work but not necessarily more resources to offset the added labour by those working in Indigenous student centres (Waterman et al., 2025).
SAPs from marginalized backgrounds have the potential to improve the experiences of a diversifying student body. Accordingly, this study aims to further develop the understanding of how SAPs make sense of their diverse identities (e.g., gender, sexuality, race, ability) and their perceptions of what that could mean to students who have also experienced marginalization. This study was conducted within the Canadian context, which is heavily influenced by the more developed U.S. higher education sector. Nonetheless, the findings may be transferable to other contexts in which staff members are seeking to provide wraparound support for tertiary students.
Literature review
[bookmark: _heading=h.82ofj4ozm076][bookmark: _heading=h.v5fs8rkcqfqa]The literature highlights the importance of professional identity development and using coping strategies to deal with the effects of identity-based marginalization, which can range from microaggressions to overt discrimination. While microaggressions may seem less insidious on the surface, they have a cumulative effect, which suggests the need to take these incidents as seriously as more blatant acts of discrimination.
Working conditions
According to Marcus (2000), attempts to diversify the postsecondary institution workforce in the U.S. began as early as the 1970s. This shift coincides with the American civil rights movement, in which protests and government lobbying in the 1950s and 1960s led to significant policy change and increased legal rights and protections for Black people in the U.S. Yet contemporary trends in North American higher education suggest that little progress has been made. In North America, racialized (people who are discriminated against based on their skin colour or ethnicity); disabled (individuals with mental or physical conditions that can impact their participation in certain environments); and Two-Spirit, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer or questioning, intersex, and asexual or other gender or sexuality identities (2SLGBTQIA+) employees experience microaggressions and more in the workplace. Garcia (2016) divides microaggressions into three levels: microassaults, discriminatory remarks or actions; microinsults, comments that are less explicit but are demeaning; and microinvalidations, calling into question the validity of a person or group’s experience. These forms of microaggression have a significant impact on the development of their professional identity and, as a result, limit the effectiveness with which they can meet the formal and informal requirements of their role (Garcia, 2016; Pryor & Hoffman, 2021). One U.S. study estimated that 20% of 2SLGBTQIA+ SAPs experience hostile institutional climates (Rankin et al., 2010). Furthermore, Garcia (2016) discusses the role of the microclimate in U.S. higher education, a smaller environment where staff members are engaged (e.g., a department) and which can contribute to whether an individual has a positive or negative experience. Positive experiences tend to be generated within microclimates where the leader’s and area’s commitment to diversity are embedded in the work they do; however, individuals may have distinct perceptions of the microclimate within which they operate.
At the same time marginalized SAPs may be experiencing microaggressions in the workplace, they may also face additional labour because of their positionality. The concept of “identity taxation” (Hirshfield & Joseph, 2012, p. 214) has been used to describe the additional labour—often a result of equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) initiatives—that disproportionately falls onto the plates of marginalized employees. Identity taxation is not only related to race. SAPs who identify as 2SLGBTQIA+ are also likely to experience this phenomenon, often participating in “specific university activities such as programs, policies, and other educational activities participants engaged in because of their gay and lesbian identity that were often considered volunteer activities” (Kortegast & van der Toorn, 2018, p. 273). Feelings of tokenization because of marginalized identities are evident across the literature. Real or perceived tokenization can create additional stress as individuals are essentially “asked to represent all members of their identity,” as stated by Ward (2019, p. 197) in their dissertation on the experiences of eight transgender professionals in the U.S. This pressure, on top of other responsibilities and expectations of their professional role, can be exhausting and lead to burnout (Hanson et al., 2025). Garcia et al. (2021) document one individual who in two years had served on seven different search committees as the token Black man. 
At the same time, not everyone feels able to bring their full identity into the workplace (Rankin et al., 2010). Given the complex history of race relations in Canada and the U.S., the ostensibly neutral expectations of professionalism are often rooted in subjective norms that privilege whiteness as the “universal standard” (Nguyen & Duran, 2018, p. 113). This can take a significant toll on the well-being of racialized SAPs and result in internalized racism. Marcus (2000) found that women and people of colour in particular feel less respected by their direct supervisor and believe they do not receive the same level of mentorship as their white, male colleagues. This is concerning as the literature frequently identifies the importance of mentorship in navigating the institutional culture (Browne & Pidgeon, 2025). In their exploration of 2SLGBTQIA+ professionals, Pryor and Hoffman (2021) found that “tensions arise then when the staff hired to do this position maintain a commitment to advocacy that may run counter to the institution’s values” (p. 104). In this way, professional staff may be silenced due to concerns for their job security and their ability to support students in the future. To mitigate this issue, the authors suggest that engaging in this type of work requires a shift from activist to advocate, which they refer to as being a “pollinator” (Pryor & Hoffman, 2021, p. 105). The authors describe how, for professional staff, their identity evolves from a student activist to a professional and advocate whose role is to offer support and guidance to current students engaged in activism on campus.
[bookmark: _heading=h.17dsih3ymc3r]Overall, the current working conditions experienced by marginalized SAPs have been shown to contribute to an increased likelihood of burning out and exiting the field (Berdahl & Schultz, 2024; Dinise-Halter, 2017; Rickey, 2024). As Sánchez et al. (2021) argue, “Being subjected to stereotyping, tokenization, and invisibility within their professional environments caused them to feel emotionally exhausted, frustrated, and demoralized within their positions and the field as a whole” (p. 9). The working conditions with which many people from marginalized backgrounds must contend can serve as a barrier to advancement or even prevent them from staying in the profession. 
Professional identity development
The literature highlights the importance of professional identity development, which, according to Hirschy et al. (2015), consists of three dimensions: commitment, values congruence, and intellectual investment. The development of professional identity by new employees working in student affairs is linked to the strength of the individual’s connection to the profession, as well as a values alignment with the field and ongoing professional development (Hanson et al., 2025; Hirschy et al., 2015). The identity development process can lead to enhanced self-awareness in the form of critical thinking, self-evaluation, and self-authorship (Hirschy et al., 2015). 
[bookmark: _heading=h.snpwvxzf4ra7][bookmark: _heading=h.tyjcwt]Furthermore, the literature shows that individuals from marginalized groups may be differently motivated to enter the field of student affairs. Rather than following a linear pathway from student leadership to professional, Black, Indigenous, and People of Colour (BIPOC) individuals are more likely to choose their path because of encouragement from a mentor or to work with students from similar backgrounds (Linder & Winston Simmons, 2015; Oxendine et al., 2018). Furthermore, as BIPOC individuals tend to select mentors from a similar racial or ethnic background, the lack of staff diversity may further place these potential future professionals in danger of exiting the field before they even start. Cross-cultural mentorship could potentially mitigate this problem (Oxendine et al., 2018); however, it does not address the root cause of why BIPOC students are less likely to move from student leader to new professional. Are there less opportunities for these students to serve as leaders, or are they having negative experiences that cause them to discount student affairs as a viable career option?
Career coping strategies
Several studies offer a strengths-based perspective, focusing on participants’ adaptive or coping strategies (DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2020; Pryor & Hoffman, 2021) that allow them to remain engaged in the profession despite the consistent barriers and pushback. These strategies often include seeking out social support, especially mentorship. Some of the social supports for SAPs identified in the literature are engagement within counterspaces (Kanagala & Olivier, 2019; Nguyen & Duran, 2018; Waterman et al., 2025), developing professional networks (DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2020), and seeking out role models and mentors (Dinise-Halter, 2017; Gardner et al., 2014; Hirshfield & Joseph, 2012). Turner and Waterman (2020) discuss how the intersections of race and gender amplify the need for support in the form of a mentor, particularly one to whom the new professional can closely relate. They note, “Their lived experiences informed the need for mentoring to resist a system that is not made for people of color, let alone women of color” (Turner & Waterman, 2020, p. 141). This suggests that these relationships are as important for some new professionals as they are in undergraduate and graduate studies, as they are once again navigating an unfamiliar system. 
Career coping strategies often include seeking out social support—especially mentorship—and the act of counter-storytelling. Hubain et al. (2016) define counter-storytelling as “a type of storytelling that acts as a form of resistance to standard or majoritarian stories” (p. 949). Given this definition, the importance of providing platforms for these voices to be heard cannot be overstated. This could be in the form of workshops, informal conversations, or simply the visible representation of relatable identities. Affinity groups and counterspaces are likely to increase positive perceptions of campus climate (Garcia, 2016) and build communities in which radical healing can take place (French et al., 2020; Kanagala & Olivier, 2019; Nguyen & Duran, 2018). 
As professional identity development has been shown to be linked to institutional commitment, it may very well prevent the attrition of new SAPs, particularly those who hold marginalized identities. The counter-stories of the voices that are so often silenced and reflect critically on the policies and practices that perpetuate those experiences need to be heard. Tokenizing individuals because they check a certain box does not mean the institution’s job is done, and present EDI practices may worsen the problem of structural oppression over time. Identity taxation, compounded by the stressful nature of the profession, does not make institutions safe or sustainable.
Although literature on the experiences of marginalized staff members in North America does exist, much of it originates from the U.S. and may not be an accurate comparison to the Canadian landscape. Very few studies exist in the Canadian context on how SAPs experience the identity development process in higher education and how it informs their work with students, indicating there is a need for more studies that explore this phenomenon. Regardless, the findings shed light on a number of issues warranting further investigation, including the experiences of marginalized students, staff, and faculty in colleges and universities; how institutions can be better facilitators of professional identity development to retain diverse staff that more closely mirror their student population; and ways that institutions can better support their diverse staff to show up as their full selves within the institution.
While some scholars have explored how SAPs make sense of their own student experience as part of their identity development, particularly as they transition into a professional role within the field, not many compare the experiences across different minoritized groups. This represents a gap in the North American higher education literature. The volume of research addressing mentorship is refreshing and truly warrants a separate, focused examination. Yet it also indicates that a turning point may be on the horizon—a cultural shift wherein institutions stop talking about EDI and start enacting it. 
Method 
The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand how SAPs make sense of their own education journeys and how these experiences have come to shape participants’ practices of working with postsecondary students. Considering the lack of existing research that conclusively identifies both the positive and negative impacts of diverse representation, the study sought to answer the following question: How do student affairs professionals imagine their role as models for students with diverse and intersecting identity dimensions? This study used an interpretative phenomenological approach (IPA) that involved examination of how people make sense of major life experiences (Smith & Nizza, 2022). Therefore, IPA is an appropriate conceptual framework for understanding why and how SAPs are motivated in their work with students, particularly those whose experiences of marginalization are relatable. 
Data collection 
Data from 16 participants were collected following the preliminary analysis of a pilot interview to ensure the interview questions accurately captured the intended depth of responses. Some of the questions were revised based on the pilot findings. For example, one participant from the pilot interview talked about being drawn to the field based on their own experiences of being marginalized, which is consistent with the extant literature (Linder & Winston Simmons, 2015; Oxendine et al., 2018). Thus, this preliminary finding prompted consideration of the motivations of other marginalized staff to pursue a career in student affairs in the study design as it was anticipated that others may have had similar reasons for entering the field. 
To understand how experiences of marginalization and othering inform the practices of SAPs, ideal participants were anyone working in the field who self-identified as holding one or more marginalized identity dimensions. Following research ethics board approval, participants were recruited through an advertisement posted on the first author’s personal LinkedIn account. In the advertisement, interested marginalized professionals were asked to complete a screening questionnaire to determine eligibility. To be eligible, participants had to work in Ontario, Canada as a student affairs professional, and self-identify as holding one or more marginalized identity dimensions. While the researcher provided examples such as race, gender, sexuality, and ability, participants were not limited to a particular identity with which to associate themselves. If participants responded with “yes” to the two questions in the screening questionnaire, they were notified immediately of their eligibility to participate. The researcher then contacted eligible participants to arrange a one-hour semi-structured interview that would take place on Zoom. During the interviews, participants were asked to respond to 10 open-ended questions related to their identities and identity intersections, their experiences with marginalization in higher education and how those experiences informed their work, the importance of talking to students about their own identities, and how their identities had continued to develop through their work.
Participants
Participants were recruited via LinkedIn, a professional networking platform. Prospective participants were asked to complete a screening questionnaire to ensure they met the eligibility criteria, which was being employed at an Ontario postsecondary institution and identifying as having one or more diverse identities (e.g., gender, race, sexuality, and ability). A total of 16 individuals completed the questionnaire; however, it is not known how many people filtered out as their information was not saved if they did not meet the criteria. Since participants were not required to disclose their identities during the screening process, everyone who met the criteria was invited to participate in an interview, resulting in interviews with 16 participants. Table 1 details the identities and years of employment for each participant.
Table 1
Demographic Overview of Participants
	[bookmark: _Hlk208850024]Pseudonym
	Position Title
	Identities
	# Years in Student Affairs

	Abyssinia
	Advisor
	Black, cisgender woman
	4

	Amaya
	Assistant Dean
	Woman of colour, first-generation student
	6

	Anne
	Program Coordinator
	Black woman with a physical disability
	3

	CJ
	Program Coordinator
	White woman with a learning disability
	10

	Deepak
	Assistant Director
	Punjabi, cisgender man, person of colour
	6

	Dev
	Director
	Queer, cisgender man of colour and racialized settler
	17

	Greg
	Director
	Queer man, first-generation student from low socioeconomic status (SES) background
	15

	Harpreet
	Advisor
	Practicing Sikh and domestic student
	3

	Jonas
	Manager
	White, cisgender gay man, first-generation student
	11

	Laurel
	Program Coordinator
	Female, first-generation student with a mental health disability
	4

	Mark
	Program Coordinator
	Asian, queer, cisgender male
	11

	Natalie
	Program Coordinator
	Caucasian and Indigenous woman from Turtle Island with a visible disability
	8

	Olive
	Advisor
	Black, cisgender woman, born in Canada
	2

	Robert
	Advisor
	White, cisgender male, able-bodied, bisexual
	9

	Steve
	Dean
	Asian Canadian cisgender male, first-generation student from an immigrant family
	15

	Wari
	Program Coordinator
	Indigenous woman from Turtle Island
	5

	
	
	
	Avg. = 8.0625


The average number of years that participants had worked in student affairs was eight, with six entering the field within the last five years and three with 15 or more years of experience. Participants primarily worked in entry-level roles such as program coordinator, while those with more years of experience tended to be engaged in higher-level administrative roles.
Data analysis
To allow for exploration of all possibilities in the data collected for this study, data analysis began by employing open coding to identify potential codes (Corbin & Strauss, 2008) based on a line-by-line examination of interview transcripts. Using the open codes, the researcher engaged in constant comparison of the data to establish which codes were consistent across interviews and those that differed (Charmaz, 2014), and grouping similar codes together, which is consistent with inductive analysis (Jones et al., 2022).
Results
[bookmark: _heading=h.ikk5yl823gw][bookmark: _heading=h.35nkun2]Four major themes emerged from the data: experiencing identity-based marginalization, using lived experience, impacts of diverse representation, and advancing EDI in higher education. Each of the four themes were further subdivided into preliminary groupings that stood out during the initial coding process. 
Experiencing identity-based marginalization
[bookmark: _heading=h.6dehdmcx62s5][bookmark: _heading=h.1ksv4uv]Each of the 16 participants had experienced effects on their identity development related to their marginalized identities or perceptions of their marginality.
Lacking representation 
I’ve often found, like, you know, I'm not seeing myself reflected here, but I'm not willing to accept that that's not a space for me. So how can I find other examples or other role models of people doing this or thriving in this way or who are in the spaces who I can relate to, who kind of inhabit those spaces in the way that I might. (Olive, Black, cisgender, Canadian woman)
Overall, most participants identified a concerning lack of diverse representation in their own experiences, both as undergraduate students and, even, in their professional roles. A few people highlighted the ways that student affairs leadership can impact the experiences of diverse staff. Amaya, a South Asian woman of colour and first-generation student, had a positive experience reporting to a fellow person of colour. However, some participants, such as Greg, a gay man from a low socioeconomic background, believed a leader’s impact had more to do with their characteristics and values, regardless of their lived experience. Either way, participants noted that their marginalized identities played a large role in their career management. Jonas, who self-identified as a white, cis, gay man and first-generation student, described how he typically experienced the recruitment process:
[bookmark: _heading=h.hk2su3ndzil7]Maybe folks don't have a second thought about who they report to or what kind of environment they work in, [but] it’s so clear to me when I'm in an interview setting or when I'm thinking about applying to a position that I need to be thoughtful about who I'll report to, who I'll work directly with. I need to interview them in a safe way that doesn't a) harm my candidacy because that's easy to do, or b) unintentionally like out myself or seem combative in any way. I've also received clear interview feedback about my identity being the reason I wasn't selected for positions. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.44sinio]Hiding
[bookmark: _heading=h.bs7d0w87t735][bookmark: _heading=h.2jxsxqh]A common theme that emerged from the data was a feeling of needing to hide, either by downplaying or rejecting a piece of one’s identity to fit in, or to keep one’s head down and not speak up to avoid being stereotyped and/or targeted. While for some it was more closely tied to shame, for others it was a matter of safety. This theme confirms what the North American higher education literature describes about the performativity required of those from marginalized backgrounds, particularly in their professional role.
Finding your own way
The experience of not having identity role models left many participants having to figure things out on their own. This was mentioned in the context of being a student, often described by individuals who were the first in their family to attend college or university. Further, it was described in the context of being a new student affairs professional, or new to an institution or role, and feeling as if they could not show up in the fullness of their identities in the same way as their colleagues. Olive, who identified as a Black, cisgender, Canadian woman, remembered when she first started at her current institution: 
When I came in here, I had to be a guide for myself. I was really mindful of how I was showing up in those different meeting spaces because I was concerned about being labelled and being stereotyped as like, you know, that angry Black woman kind of thing.
[bookmark: _heading=h.b4wbfwmx58rj]This speaks back to the idea of hiding, of having to be a watered-down version of their truest self when existing in these spaces when mentors or allies were not available, as noted in the literature in Canada and the U.S. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.z337ya]Embracing identities
[bookmark: _heading=h.wo4ngt8dc8o8][bookmark: _heading=h.3j2qqm3]Several participants identified that, as part of the process of navigating their own course, they came to embrace their identities and the parts of themselves they felt the need to hide when they were younger. 
Using lived experience
I think that lots of folks come into student affairs because of an experience they had as a student, whether positive or negative. (Jonas, white, cisgender gay man)
Participants overwhelmingly identified their own experiences as useful in guiding their practice; however, they did express a need to be cautious and to set boundaries. Harpreet, a practicing Sikh born in Canada, reported:
[bookmark: _heading=h.67a6rdxtfxxv][bookmark: _heading=h.1y810tw]The foundation of my practice is my own student experience. When I advise students now, [when] they're on academic probation or academic suspension, I feel compassion for them, you know, I want to help them. And it's like, I can help from the heart, regardless of who the student is or where they come from, my heart goes out to them.
Building relationships
Most of the participants felt that having lived experience of being marginalized helped them in building relationships with students, as it seemed to regulate the inherent power imbalance between staff and students. Olive summarized her views on the importance of finding connection with people who share similar experiences: 
[bookmark: _heading=h.rp5txsgifo28][bookmark: _heading=h.4i7ojhp]I think from that I try to find community and connection with other folks who have similar experiences as me within the specific setting, because I think within higher education, it's like all these things are entrenched everywhere. I just think there's such an operationalizing of discrimination, marginalization, racism.
Navigating systems
Participants not only discussed having to navigate systems without a map, which often motivated them to prioritize system navigation within their student interactions, particularly when working with students with diverse identities, they also talked about navigating the sociocultural milieu of the student affairs field. It is interesting to note that the possession of a specific identity dimension participants could relate to was not necessarily a prerequisite for connection and mentorship. As Jonas described it:
[bookmark: _heading=h.azx5ik9egcbt]When I think about my work, who I want to work for and what kind of an environment I want to work in, I am constantly aware of the fact that I want to report to somebody who has a marginalized identity in some way because they can appreciate my perspective and my experience, never exactly but in a in a related kind of way.
[bookmark: _heading=h.2xcytpi]Reciprocal learning
I think that I am my true self today, because of the students that I've worked with and the courage and boldness of students that I've worked with to live their authentic lives and to be their true selves and really transparent. (Jonas, white, cisgender gay man)
Most participants acknowledged that interactions with students have mutual benefits, which Jonas’s response encapsulates:
[bookmark: _heading=h.xzod9mdkknms][bookmark: _heading=h.1ci93xb]I'm constantly inspired and impressed by students, and that has shaped me to be more authentic and more honest about who I am. But it has also shaped me to learn more about who I am in terms of my viewpoints and my worldview and what I bring to a conversation, and it has challenged me to be more thoughtful. Students are the best teachers in this work.
Positive impacts of diverse representation
[bookmark: _heading=h.e3pmhumn4m99][bookmark: _heading=h.3whwml4]Many positive outcomes of diverse representation were identified. Every participant alluded to the ability to imagine possibilities as one of the primary benefits of seeing yourself reflected in higher education leaders. Furthermore, several individuals underscored the level of responsibility they felt to uphold their role as model for students, particularly students from historically marginalized groups who may have never been able to see themselves within a certain context prior. This can open a whole new realm of what might be possible for the student. 
Imagining possibilities
Your own sense of connection to yourself and how you fit into spaces can be limiting when you don't see yourself in those spaces and it impacts your ability to feel capable to reach those things, whether it's within a university space or outside of it. I think it really impacts that self-esteem, that confidence, that overall well-being, that ability to just move through the challenges of experiencing marginalization. (Olive, Black, cisgender, Canadian woman)
[bookmark: _heading=h.5kvtq5qzlvee][bookmark: _heading=h.2bn6wsx]Each of the interviews conducted contained the theme of representation making it easier for individuals with marginalized identities to imagine a wider array of possibilities for their own lives and adding a layer of support as they attempt to navigate through the identity development process. 
Brave spaces
I think that it's important to be able to see yourself represented in the institution so that you feel comfortable and safe exploring who you are and then coming to your institution and day in and day out, in the classroom and otherwise, and being that truth and not having to hide it. So, I think that the positive representation really just contributes back to allowing folks to explore who they are, and [representation] can make space for that as well. (Jonas, white, cisgender gay man)	
One participant, Dev, described what he called “brave spaces” as places where people can “reckon with the messiness of identity, a space for making mistakes.” While other participants used different words, the purpose and goals of how they imagined these spaces were consistent. When asked how she described the approach that guided her work as a career advisor, Olive said, “I think truly trying to create a space where students can bring their fullest selves to that space and not making any assumptions, I think is the key way [to support students].” Furthermore, representation was identified as a necessary condition for creating these brave spaces. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.qsh70q]Negative impacts of diverse representation
[bookmark: _heading=h.j7n01bsagb5q][bookmark: _heading=h.3as4poj]Not all the effects of representation shared were positive. Though less frequently stated explicitly, negative impacts mostly manifested as reflections on feelings of tokenization, which were more prevalent for those whose marginalized identities were visible.
Tokenism
For those who identified as being part of a visible minority, there was often a sense of being tokenized. Harpreet recounted his past internal dialogues: “Am I receiving this because I'm doing something right or is it just because of what I represent?” Conversely, Olive’s experiences had been more overt: 
In my master’s program, oftentimes the folks of colour, myself included, were kind of kind of asked to speak on behalf of all our experiences or perform that trauma for folks so that they could learn, which, of course, was very harmful.
[bookmark: _heading=h.ncv4myp12ag7][bookmark: _heading=h.1pxezwc]Whether experiences can be classified as microaggressions or macroaggressions, the impacts add up to be largely the same: a constant feeling of being othered, a consistent level of self-doubt.
Advancing equity, diversity, and inclusion in higher education
[bookmark: _heading=h.mn0lt8qdym12][bookmark: _heading=h.49x2ik5]Overall, participants mostly believed there are changes happening in higher education, that we are currently in a transitional moment. However, there were major concerns over the motivations and level of commitment of the institutions that are implementing the changes.
Acknowledging privilege
Nearly all the participants were explicit in naming their privileged identities and how those aspects of themselves could be leveraged to elevate the experiences and, more importantly, the voices of other marginalized groups. Jonas shared: 
I'm a white cisgender man who has a couple of compounding aspects of marginalization, the most prominent being I’m gay. And I have a lot of power and privilege in other spaces. I can only imagine folks who have even more intersections than I, what they could have experienced in these same environments. So, yeah, I think that it's more overt than [what is] talked about.
[bookmark: _heading=h.n46oim7szrk6][bookmark: _heading=h.2p2csry]Even individuals who reported their visible identities as being most salient in how they existed within higher education spaces were intentional about acknowledging the aspects of their identity that afforded them opportunities not always available to people from other marginalized groups.
Disrupting power
Regardless of the various identities they held, privileged or otherwise, most identified with some form of disrupting the status quo within their institution. Some even went as far as to reflect on their role in decolonizing higher education as a duty. Jonas said:
[bookmark: _heading=h.wv22e9twe73d][bookmark: _heading=h.147n2zr]It is my responsibility to be using an equity lens to everything that we do, and it's my responsibility to be thinking about the barriers and the systemic things that are in place that have given me a voice and don't give other folks a voice. 
Recruiting versus retaining
Despite widespread acknowledgment of the inroads being made in higher education, many participants were frustrated with the performative efforts that, for the most part, miss the mark. Olive expressed her frustration at the empty missions and values currently guiding many higher learning institutions: 
[bookmark: _heading=h.8npryu6uwhzx][bookmark: _heading=h.3o7alnk]As I move through spaces, I often feel like maybe I was brought in as more of a token, I had been told that the department had been a lot further along in terms of equity in the work they were doing than they really were. Coming in and hearing leadership, talking about, oh, we are hiring more diverse staff, but not doing [seeing them making] any of the changes to make the environment safer, more supportive for diverse staff and not taking up any of our political action in terms of equity work.
Setting boundaries
I don't know how long I can help, like [how long] I'm going to survive in higher education because there is a combination of being in these spaces are really important and being able to show up for students and be represented. But then it's like, how do you feel here constantly pushing against the system that’s built to exclude you, you know? So, how do you navigate that? (Olive, Black, cisgender, Canadian woman)
Several participants expressed the need to set boundaries within their professional role, which they believed could be even more critical for those in student affairs who identify as being a visible minority. Some participants described this as a “push and pull” or a “need for balance,” as there is an overall sense of most of the heavy lifting being relegated to those holding marginalized identities. 
Discussion
There was significant overlap in the experiences reported by each of the 16 participants, despite the myriad ways these experiences manifested and their nuanced effects. Participants described such aspects of their identity as their race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, religion, and ability as intersecting in ways that had caused them to experience marginalization in the postsecondary environment. However, it is striking how those experiences expanded each person’s capacity for empathy. Some reflected on negative lived experience within higher education being a motivator for pursuing a career supporting students, while others were inspired by their positive experiences. For many participants, their experiences as a student and as a professional working in student affairs had been impacted by a lack of positive diverse representation. However, most identified this as being a motivating factor for positioning themselves as a role model for all students, particularly those from historically marginalized backgrounds. In this way, SAPs serve as possibility models for the students with whom they work, demonstrating that marginalized identities do not have to be a barrier to success in higher education. Through these relationships with students, many of the participants identified reciprocity within the relationship, with both parties mutually learning and growing through their interactions. While some identified negative aspects of representation, such as tokenism, there seemed to be a consensus that representation brings about the possibility of a more equitable higher education landscape.
This research provides additional context on the experiences and perspectives of SAPs from marginalized backgrounds in Ontario postsecondary institutions. SAPs who hold marginalized identities use their lived experiences to support students, particularly those who are also marginalized, in several ways. These include empathizing and building relationships, attending to the power imbalance inherent in staff–student interactions, and engaging in reciprocal learning. Additionally, SAPs see potential in disclosing their lived experience of marginalization to students, under the appropriate circumstances, to recalibrate the power imbalance inherent in the student–practitioner relationship. In doing so, SAPs can reach students on a deeper level, whether their lived experience is similar or not.
The findings reflect the realities of the Canadian context and may not be directly applicable to higher education on a global scale. However, they offer insights into broader patterns of how individuals outside dominant groups experience higher education as both students and professionals working with students. As a qualitative inquiry, the focus was on deepening understanding of those experiences within a specific context, which may be applicable across contexts that share institutional and/or sociopolitical conditions.
One participant acknowledged feeling their accomplishments paled in comparison to a person they admired. By comparing themselves to a person from the same identity group, the participant expressed feeling further excluded, rather than experiencing feelings of increased belonging or the sense of hopefulness commonly noted by other interviewees. This unexpected finding suggests that within-group mentorship may not have the same impact on all marginalized students. Yet the literature rarely focuses on potential negative impacts of having a role model who shares the same identity.
As students are at the forefront of student affairs, it is critical that the student voice is part of the evaluation process. Therefore, further research should seek to understand the impacts of mentorship on the identity development of undergraduate students, specifically how students perceive the role of SAPs and whether they believe it is important that their mentor or role model shares the same identities.
Limitations
This study has several limitations. First, the sample might be subject to self-selection bias given that participants were asked to self-identify as having experiences of marginalization. However, this may be difficult to avoid when recruiting participants for qualitative interviewing since they must participate voluntarily, so awareness and reflexivity are critical for mitigating bias (Robinson, 2014). Future studies could utilize maximum variation sampling to increase the diversity of the sample, as Shalka (2020) did in their study on identity development among postsecondary students who have experienced trauma. Second, transcripts were not sent to participants for verification that the themes identified by the researcher were reflective of their experiences due to time restrictions. The practice of member checking would significantly strengthen the trustworthiness of future studies, particularly in the aspects of confirmability and credibility (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Third, the researcher’s identities were not always shared with participants, which may have impacted what they chose to share in response to the interview questions and how data were interpreted. In future, this could potentially be mitigated by the researcher sharing their positionality with prospective participants in advance or bringing in researchers whose identities are reflective of participants. 
Finally, as stated previously, the study cannot be generalized to international higher education contexts. However, the themes that emerged may still hold relevance for staff or administrators who experience marginalization within their cultural context or support students navigating the effects of marginalization.
Conclusion
I think that it is very clear to institutions now that while they may not be reflective of their students, they should be. (Jonas, white, cisgender gay man)
Given the ever-diversifying student body, institutions must find better ways to attract and retain diverse staff who are able to relate to students and understand their needs. SAPs and higher-level administrators should be willing to invest human and financial resources to develop the skills of staff in translating EDI policies into meaningful practices that improve the conditions for marginalized students and staff. Improving the conditions for student affairs staff to increase retention of diverse professionals is critical for supporting and retaining a diverse student population. 
This study sought to uncover the experiences of SAPs from marginalized backgrounds working in Ontario postsecondary institutions. So far, the findings of this qualitative study point to an essential experience while leaving room for nuance and diversity of experience. While identification with marginalized identities, visible or invisible, can be associated with struggles with identity formation, these experiences increase individuals’ capacity for empathy, which can be viewed as a guiding force in one’s practice. Through the initial coding of the data collected for this study, several themes were identified relating to the concepts of representation, mentorship, and reciprocity, with an overarching critical reflection of the Canadian higher education landscape. As Olive put it so succinctly, “Who is being left out if we don't change this?”
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