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Abstract
This descriptive qualitative study provides a greater understanding about the 
approaches, challenges, and strategies associated with developing and sustaining 
affinity programs for Black collegiate women in higher education. Using a conceptual 
framework based on the theories of program planning and intersectionality, this paper 
offers in-depth insight from four student affairs administrators who have developed 
and currently manage affinity programs designed to improve the social and academic 
development of Black collegiate women. Contextual forces and strategies that affect 
the sustainability of these affinity programs are explored. Implications for adopting 
these affinity programs and recommendations for future study are provided, with an 
emphasis on institutional responsibility to support Black collegiate women.
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Black women are participating in high-
er education at much higher rates than 
previously, with their enrollment rates 
rising three-fold since 1970 (Black 

Women’s Roundtable Public Policy Network, 
2015; Blalock & Sharpe, 2012).). With higher 
participation rates, it is important that institu-
tions strengthen and broaden support for these 
women. Affinity programs for Black women have 
been shown to be an effective way of increasing 
engagement and feelings of belonging, which are 
important towards supporting retention and ma-
triculation (Rosales, et al., 2003). However, there 
is little information available for student affairs 
administrators who wish to design and manage 
this type of programmatic support. To fill this gap, 
we designed a descriptive qualitative study with 
the following objectives: (1) glean what program 
administrators identify as the most pressing needs 
for Black collegiate women;  (2) identify what pro-
grammatic approaches these administrators use 
to address these identified needs; (3) highlight the 
contextual and institutional challenges that arise 
when facilitating affinity programs for this pop-
ulation; and (4) identify what strategies program 
administrators use to mitigate these challenges 
and sustain their programs.

Literature Review

A college student’s interpersonal environ-
ment can have a significant impact on a sense of 
belonging, safety, support, and development (Mu-
seus et al., 2018). Discrimination, microaggres-
sions, alienation, and social isolation can nega-
tively impact a student’s academic performance 
and ability to participate in a campus communi-
ty fully (Crenshaw et al., 2015; Hussain & Jones, 
2021). Black women often experience these types 
of negative stressors related to both their racial 
and gendered identities as well as invisibility re-
sulting in a lack of support systems and a lack net-
works, which limits their mentoring and research 
opportunities (Walkington, 2017). When thought-

fully designed, affinity programs can serve as a 
buffer against negative environmental challenges 
while nurturing valuable skills that can help Black 
women successfully navigate college and beyond.
Affinity Programs for Black Women 

Black women ‘s identity development and 
social integration are often strongly influenced 
by both their race and gender (Henry et al., 2011; 
Mims & Williams, 2020). Tailored programming 
designed to support their development and ad-
dress the challenges they face can help them con-
nect to others who share their experiences and 
equip them to better navigate future challenges. 
Empirical studies on affinity programs for Black 
women is sparse but have demonstrated that these 
programs have a positive impact on the well-be-
ing and adjustment of Black collegiate women. 
For example, Covington (2010) and Seawell et al. 
(2012) found that tailored support for Black wom-
en had a buffering effect on depressive symptoms, 
increased their self-esteem, and helped prepare 
them for future academic and career goals. 

Affinity programs for Black women should be 
designed and implemented in ways that carefully 
consider the intersectionality of race and gender, 
are culturally relevant, and are responsive to stu-
dents’ needs (Lindsay-Dennis, et al., 2011). Insti-
tutional support for these programs is also vital. 
Allen’s (2019) and Croom’s et. al. (2017) studies 
on “Sister Circle” meetings among collegiate Black 
women highlight the role of institutional agents 
in disrupting oppressive forces permeating with-
in educational systems and practices by creating 
climates that support the persistence and success 
of Black women attending PWIs. Allen (2019) de-
scribes six institutional attributes that played a 
critical role in creating a more inclusive campus 
climate: 1) moving in the right direction toward 
inclusion, 2) intentional programs/initiatives for 
collegiate Black women; 3) intentional programs/
initiatives with diversity as a priority, 4) crafted 
spaces for collegiate Black women, 5) intentional 
funding, and 6) moving beyond sympathy to em-
pathy. 
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While recent studies are helpful,  there are 
still very few guides for student affairs adminis-
trators about how to design and facilitate affinity 
spaces and programs for Black collegiate women. 
In particular, there is a lack of information about 
what approaches administrators should use to 
address particular needs Black collegiate women 
have, what challenges administrators can expect 
to face as they design and implement these pro-
grams, and what strategies they can use to over-
come these challenges to sustain their efforts. 

Researcher Positionality

As Black women who have participated ex-
tensively in higher education, we have personally 
experienced, observed, and been consulted about 
racial microaggressions, exclusion from academic 
groups, and outright name-calling of Black women 
(Hardaway, et. al., 2019). Therefore, we held a few 
assumptions before designing this study: 1) Black 
women in college experience isolation as a result 
of their racial and gendered identities; and 2) 
student affairs administrators that support Black 
collegiate women may also face unique challeng-
es directly related to serving this population. With 
these assumptions in mind, we sought to create a 
conceptual framework that would help us frame 
this study from the perspective of student affairs 
administrators who design and manage affinity 
programs for Black collegiate women. 

Conceptual Framework

Social support theories have been applied to 
education and marginalized students to theorize 
how stressors such as racial discrimination and 
feelings of isolation caused by racial exclusion 
weaken the academic and social vitality of a student 
(Awais & Yali, 2013; McLaughlin, & Randolph, 
2012). We chose a social support theory that ad-
dresses the intentions of providers of support who 
engage in program planning for Black collegiate 
women. The principles of educational program 

planning have a general five-step structure: (a) 
assess learners’ needs, (b) define objectives based 
on these needs, (c) identify learning experiences to 
meet the objectives, (d) organize the learning ex-
periences, and (e) evaluate the program in terms 
of the stated objectives (Cervero & Wilson, 1994). 
Additionally, we used intersectionality as a lens to 
1) help make sense of how social support theory 
can be used specifically to understand the specific 
approaches, challenges, and responses for admin-
istrators who lead these kinds of affinity programs 
and 2) to advocate for an approach toward insti-
tutional transformation that centers Black wom-
en’s experiences (Collins & Bilge, 2016; Patton & 
Njoku, 2019). 

Intersectionality was conceptualized by Black 
feminist legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw (1991). 
Crenshaw posits that because of the intersections 
of race, gender, and class, within a historically 
patriarchal and racist society, Black women are 
exposed to exponential forms of oppression and 
marginalization that often renders them invisi-
ble (Bernal, 2002; Crenshaw, 1991). More recent-
ly, scholars such as Harris & Patton (2019) have 
advocated that intersectionality theory should be 
used more broadly to advance transformative so-
cial justice.

Applying the social support theory frame-
work and an intersectionality lens, we constructed 
a descriptive qualitative study to explore the steps 
taken by student affairs administrators to develop 
and manage these programs. 

Methodology

Descriptive qualitative studies seek to provide 
a detailed description and summary of what par-
ticipants say about a particular issue (Thorne, et 
al., 2002). For our descriptive qualitative study, 
we used purposeful sample with the following cri-
teria: (1) participants had to be student affairs ad-
ministrators; (2) lead an affinity group in higher 
education that served at least 50% Black under-
graduate women; and (3) have at least two years 
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of experience as a program leader. The criterion of 
at least two years of experience established a base-
line of experience and ensured that all affinity pro-
grams included in this study demonstrated some 
promise of sustainability. It also allowed seasoned 
and fairly new student affairs administrators to 
participate in this program. 

	 Using semi-structured protocols, we in-
terviewed four program student affairs admin-
istrators who lead affinity programs for support-
ing Black collegiate women. According to Crouch 
(2006) small sample sizes in qualitative research 
allows the researcher to probe deeper and provide 
a rich description of experiences, perspectives, 
and phenomenon. In order to establish trustwor-
thiness, rigor, and credibility, we paid particular 
attention to (1) our theoretical position; (2) the 
congruence between our methodology and meth-
ods; (3) the analytic lens we chose for analysis; 
and (4) used member-checking of transcripts for 
all interviews (Caelli, et al., 2008).  

	 The program administrators in this study 
all work within student affairs ad represent four-
year predominantly White institutions, varying in 
institutional type. All participants were women, 
three out of four self-identified as Black, and the 
fourth identified as Afro-Latina. Each participant, 
their program, institutional type, geographic con-
text, and self-reported racial identity can be found 
in Table 1. Each administrator was interviewed 
twice, for 30-45 minutes each time.

Analysis

It was important that we conducted data anal-
ysis that honored the voices of those interviewed 
while using our conceptual framework. Therefore, 
in order to check against our assumptions and bi-
ases and to guard against any inclination to make 
the data “fit”, we conducted a multi-layered anal-
ysis that included using the qualitative software 
program Dedoose to code the data and analyze the 
result’s outputs, looking at individual interviews 
before comparing interviews. As we began to code 

the data in Dedoose, it informed our analytical 
questions for examining the data, which in turn 
informed the codes we developed. We identified 
aspects of commonality and difference, informing 
our analysis. A priori and open coding techniques 
were used to analyze the data (Strauss & Corbin, 
1990). This consisted of looking across transcripts 
for patterns related to our research questions, 
social support theory, and emergent themes. We 
also searched within the data for verbal illustra-
tions of the codes and took note of the frequency 
with which particular codes were applied. 

For example, using our conceptual frame-
work, we create a priori codes based on principles 
of educational program planning’s five-step struc-
ture and intersectionality theory, such as assess-
ment of learner needs, defining objectives; orga-
nizing learning experiences, program evaluation, 
as well as student challenges and needs that were 
both raced and gendered. Using open coding, we 
captured emergent strategies employed by admin-
istrators to address student needs and other out-
comes we had not anticipated. In total, we initially 
created 34 codes that were reduced using axial cod-
ing to decrease redundancy. Using our new refined 
coding scheme, we were able to look across data to 
develop emergent themes related to our objectives.  
 
Rigor and Trustworthiness

We used triangulation in data collection by 
drawing upon interviews, document reviews, and 
post-interview memos while bearing in mind that 
some differences were data in themselves. This 
evolved into a natural interrater reliability check 
between researchers, where we identified gaps in 
perspectives in our coding. To increase trustwor-
thiness and rigor, we conducted a formal interrat-
er reliability check using a representative sample 
of interviews. Discrepancies between coders were 
discussed, and a second round of interrater reli-
ability was calculated using two different interview 
transcripts. During this stage, there was a remark-
ably high agreement rate for all coding. Finally, we 
conducted member checks, sharing the transcript 
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with all participants to address any discrepancies. 
To increase the transferability, we have provided a 
detailed and “thick” description of the experienc-
es of these administrators as well as themes that 
can be applied and examined for future research 
on this topic. 

Findings

Data collection revealed that program admin-
istrators both informally and formally assess the 
needs of their population using surveys, question-
naires, and conversations. The vast majority of 
assessment, however, is informal and formative 
and used to establish program objectives and ac-
tivities.

Assessing Needs 
All of the program administrators con-

veyed a clear understanding of what their tar-
get population needed and how their program’s 
goals and services could meet those needs. 
Three major needs were identified: (a) social 
support, (b) mentoring, and (c) empowerment. 
 
Social support. Social support was the most 
prominent need identified and was described in 
terms of providing more positive interactions be-
tween Black women for the purpose of improving 
the individual and the community of Black wom-
en as a whole. Some higher education program 
administrators expressed that social support was 
needed to repair broken communication between 
Black women. As Alicia from Sisterhood explained:

The biggest one is the need for support. It’s that need 
for a safe space, [it’s] that need for connection among 
Black women. I think in all three places, the thing that’s 
the hardest to do but the most necessary is to get Black 
women to sort of create relationships with each other—
to create positive relationships with each other. So I 
saw that as kind of a problem everywhere I’ve been, ac-
tually. And I think what really prompted my colleague 
and I to create the group…was that a lot of our Black 

women didn’t seem connected to each other at all.

The program administrators expressed the 
need for social support as a way of addressing the 
isolation and alienation experienced by their par-
ticipants. Additionally, all program administra-
tors reported that their programs were designed to 
provide social support for the purpose of building 
community among Black women who were large-
ly socially marginalized from their mostly White 
peers on campus. In fact, some program adminis-
trators explicitly stated that social support could 
mitigate the negative impact of external racism 
and sexism as well as internalized racism. Gayle 
from the Black Women’s Wellness Group stated:

We are a predominately White institution. We have a 
culture that is heavy on tradition. A part of that tradi-
tion is White and privileged in some ways. And very 
much–I mean this in a positive and a negative sense–
individualistic. . . . I think it sometimes plays on that 
whole invincible . . . A lot of our students are not just 
Black or African American, but they are still first gen-
eration [college] students. There’s a pressure to prove 
yourself, do it all, make your family proud, give back. 
So I think the need that I’ve noticed because of that 
culture is a need to be human. Like, to have your frus-
trations and your difficulties and your insecurities at 
times acknowledged and affirmed and not judged as 
like you being weak or linked to your intellect. 

Deborah echoed this sentiment when she 
said:

I was just talking to one of the black women on campus 
here…who has a leadership position. And we both were 
talking about this – how Black women are perceived, 
about how you know you are perceived to be not as 
smart, not as bright, not as whatever. And then all of 
the racial issues come at you, and you always have to 
prove yourself. And you’re denied – people will just tell 
you no much quicker than they would tell a man – a 
Black man no. And then you would have to like just 
kind of weave your way in and out of that whole discus-
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sion so that you can make some headway in what you 
started out to 
make.  
		   

Mentoring. The second most frequently identi-
fied need was mentoring. Mentoring was exclu-
sively described a relationship in which faculty 
and staff provided students counsel in regards to 
social adjustments as well as how to navigate the 
academic hurdles of college. Gayle from the Black 
Women’s Wellness Group described this view of 
mentorship:

I use the word mentor very broadly. I mean, I think 
when you think of mentorship you think of very direct 
one-on-one guidance or advice, and I think the mis-
sion of the initiative that I coordinate – we support the 
retention of these students through social adjustment 
and mentorship. So my mentorship, I do sometimes 
that hallway type mentorship, where you just – I am 
visible. So I’ll just go to stuff to be a presence.

Program administrators stated that Black 
women benefitted from having role models to of-
fer them advice, guidance, and moral support.

 
Empowerment. The third most frequently and 
implicitly described need was empowerment. Ali-
cia from Sisterhood described empowerment im-
plicitly when she said:

I would have them take some magazines and cut all the 
pictures of the things that they saw in the future. And 
so creating a vision board. So one part of the exercise 
is [to] take some images, make a collage of who you 
think you are now. And then create another collage of 
who you hope to be. A lot of times they didn’t have a 
real sense of who they were now, but they always had a 
sense of who they wanted to be. And I always thought 
– because it’s easier to think ahead and to think about 
who you want to be.

Although the word empowerment was actu-
ally said only once, all of the program adminis-

trators said that Black collegiate women needed 
mechanisms that provided “tools to be success-
ful,”  “higher self-esteem,” and “confidence in 
their ability to succeed.”  We coded these types of 
statements as empowerment because they convey 
a need to equip Black women with knowledge, 
skills, and/or confidence that will strengthen their 
self-efficacy and ability to navigate and thrive.

Defining Objectives 
All of the affinity program objectives were 

similar. The three most prominent objectives 
were: (1) social support and building communi-
ty, (2) knowledge and awareness raising, and (3) 
empowerment. Of these three objectives, the most 
significant were social support and building com-
munity. Program administrators described using 
these objectives as guides for identifying and orga-
nizing program activities. 

Identifying and Organizing Learning Expe-
riences 

All of the program administrators identified 
and organized learning experiences according to 
the needs of the participants and based on avail-
able opportunities. The identification of the orga-
nization of learning experiences was not neces-
sarily linear but instead was strongly tied to their 
learning objectives. Program administrators were 
more concerned with identifying learning experi-
ences around participants’ immediate emotion-
al and social needs. The program administrators 
identified programmatic experiences that would 
facilitate intimate disclosure and bonding. All pro-
gram administrators described holding group ses-
sions where participants were encouraged to just 
talk about their challenges and offer moral support 
to their fellow group members. Programmatic, so-
cial support took different forms, depending on 
the larger purpose and intensity of the program. 
For example, since the Black Women’s Wellness 
Group is primarily therapeutic in nature and 
meets more frequently, social support involved 
engaging participants in group discussions about 



Administrative Perspectives on Designing Programmatic Support for Black Collegiate Women in Higher Education 7

very personal challenges and goals. The Nyam-
be Circle, where the program meets only once a 
month, social support was discussed in the form 
of mentoring and group discussions. As Deborah 
from Nyambe Circle describes below:

A lot of times we spend time looking at themselves, 
looking at the messages they receive from home, from 
the community about what it means to be a Black 
woman. I think the first part of it is – what we really try 
to do in the first six weeks is create some connections 
between them that is likely to create some unity. Unity 
seems to be that big piece. And then the second piece 
is awareness. And we spend a lot of time talking about 
what does it mean to be a Black woman, what does it 
mean to have relationships with other Black women, 
and where did you get your information about being a 
Black woman. 

Candace from the Leza group had this to say:

Our students are varying degrees of consciousness 
and awareness of  what they’re talking 	 a b o u t . 
So sometimes students are at maybe say an earlier 
stage of identity development, 	 and have differ-
ent background experience to where they don’t nec-
essarily need to talk 	 explicitly about as a Black 
person. But then you have others who are at a different 
stage 	 of identity development where it’s becoming 
more and more of a salient part of their 	 existence. 
And then you have students that are developmentally 
in a place where they’re 	 just coming into aware-
ness and are upset, noticing they’re being treated in 
ways that they 	 can’t understand or describe. And 
that has been a really interesting part of facilitating a 	
group. Trying to respond in ways that meet people in 
their different spaces.
	
Program administrators also described orga-

nizing activities aimed at improving self-esteem, 
self-efficacy, and agency. All of the program ad-
ministrators said that social support could miti-
gate and, in some instances, eradicate the nega-
tive impact of environmental stressors for Black 

women. Program administrators identified three 
ways their program’s efforts to provide social sup-
port ameliorated environmental stress: 1) build-
ing community and networks, 2) knowledge and 
awareness raising, and 3) empowerment. 

 
Building community and networks. Program 
administrators said that social support was cru-
cial towards learning more about self, networks, 
and how to manage environmental stressors such 
as racism and isolation. Social support was also 
mentioned as a tool to building communication 
between Black women, and disseminating infor-
mation about being healthy, including practicing 
safe sex. Other program directors expressed that 
building community was a necessary component 
of their program, particularly because sometimes 
Black women were alienated even from each oth-
er, which can limit their ability to draw upon sup-
port from other Black women. Gayle expressed 
this when she said: 

There’s an emotional and social need here. Probably 
mostly an emotional need for support. It’s easy to get 
lost here and many of them feel alone until they find 
the group. This group provides exposure and access to 
other young Black women who are in spaces similar to 
them that can say: oh, I’ve been through that too, and 
this is how I dealt with it, and you can get through just 
like I got through. 

Connecting with others who share similar ra-
cial and sexual identity related experiences is im-
portant towards affirming that these are not iso-
lated incidences that can be attributed to personal 
deficient.	

 
Knowledge and awareness raising. The pro-
grams administrators said that knowledge and 
awareness-raising was important towards helping 
their participants successfully navigate the chal-
lenges they faced as Black women. Deborah of the 
Nyambe group explained:
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[We] seek to improve the holistic development for 
the African American women students here. Five core 
principles provide the framework for development of 
all activities, events and workshops. They are health 
and wellness, professional development, educational 
attainment, financial awareness and retention.  

As displayed in this quote, program adminis-
trators often discussed knowledge and awareness 
raising as a tool for empowerment.

 
Empowerment. All of higher education pro-
gram administrators made implicit connections 
between empowerment and social support and 
knowledge and awareness raising, and some (Ali-
cia and Candace) were very vocal about empow-
ering participants to embrace healthier ways of 
viewing themselves and interacting with each oth-
er. Alicia of Sisterhood stated:

A lot of times we spend time looking – we spend the 
first part of each semester looking at themselves, look-
ing at the messages they receive from home, from the 
community about what it means to be a Black woman. 
I think the first part of it is – what we really try to do in 
the first six weeks is create some connections between 
them that is likely to create some unity. Unity seems to 
be that big piece. And then the second piece is aware-
ness. And I don’t know if that’s the particular order, 
but we spend a lot of time talking about what does it 
mean to be a Black woman, what does it mean to have 
relationships with other Black women, and where did 
you get your information about being a Black woman.

While our interviews revealed common chal-
lenges faced by Black collegiate women and the 
various ways in which program administrators 
identified and organized programmatic activities 
to address their participants’ needs, they also re-
vealed some common challenges they encounter 
as administrators of affinity programs. 

Challenges for Program Administrators	
Program administrators identified two major 

challenges to the implementation and sustainabili-
ty of their affinity programs - funding and support. 
These challenges were attributed to three contex-
tual and structural factors: 1) societal lack of empa-
thy and interest in Black women; 2) lack of under-
standing of the unique needs of Black women; and 
3) organizational resistance and internal politics. 
 
Funding. Administrators described their budgets 
as very small and said it was a major indicator of 
how supportive their institutions were of the pro-
gram. One felt that her institution could be more 
supportive in terms of funding. As Gayle of the 
Black Women’s Wellness Group explained:

Like, we really value this, but then when time gets 
crunched, or when money gets tight, it’s the first thing 
that, that kind of gets pushed to the side. . . But our 
group requires a lot more time and energy on the front 
end for recruitment, as opposed to other groups. So if I 
don’t have the institutional support, the departmental 
support to engage in that kind of stuff, then it’s gonna 
negatively impact the group. 

The higher education program administra-
tors believed that their institutions understood 
that their programs addressed a contextual gap 
in support and provided a needed service to Black 
women. However, when funding was limited, their 
programs were among the first to feel the pinch. 
As Deborah of the Nyambe Circle explained:

Institutionally, I do think there’s friction. And I think 
the friction becomes an incongruent, if you will, be-
tween what people are experiencing, and what the 
institution says that they do. I’m sure in some pock-
ets that’s intentional and kind of shady, but in some 
pockets, I think, it’s just unconscious. I think it’s in-
dicative of privilege and...I don’t think it’s intentional 
or malicious. I think it just is what it is. And I feel like 
to some degree when it comes down to the day to day 
operations of what this kind of work entails, we only 
support it to a point. Because if it takes away from a 
certain bottom line. 
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As exemplified in this quote, program admin-
istrators seemed very aware of their precarious 
position and the way they were viewed and sup-
ported by their institutions. 

 
Support. Another concern expressed was the 
lack of support their programs received, especially 
in comparison to other affinity groups. This lack 
of support was a consistent and significant theme. 
One program leader believed her institution could 
spend more time learning about the program and 
the issues facing Black women on its campus. This 
lack of visibility within the university may also 
influence recruitment, both in terms of program 
participants and mentors. There was a frequent 
sentiment that the programs all could benefit from 
more mentors, especially women of color in facul-
ty and administrator roles. As Alicia of the Sister-
hood explained: 

 
Another challenge is with so many students wanting to 
be involved, and we’re finding a short supply of men-
tors. Because there is a short supply of women of color 
here working, working at the university. And so we’ve 
actually had to, had to bring in White allies, I would 
say, who, who, who are in connection with the wom-
en’s center we have and who understand the work that 
we’re doing, and who are really, you know, I would say 
have had experiences or . . . has worked with them, they 
really understand that feminist lens but also you’re cul-
turally competent in that sense. 

There was also strong indication that student 
participation in the programs varied year to year 
and that program administrators had to make spe-
cial efforts to recruit new students. Visibility and 
support for the program were viewed as the main 
causes for recruitment difficulties, but program 
administrators also identified reluctance and wan-
ing interest on the part of students as a major fac-
tor affecting recruitment. 
 

Strategies for Navigating Challenges and 
Program Sustainability

In spite of the challenges described above, or 
perhaps because of them, program administrators 
averaged five years of experience with running 
their programs. They described similar strategies 
for managing program challenges and sustain-
ing the program over time. Some strategies that 
emerged were recruiting and identifying allies, 
cost sharing, delegation, and program evaluation. 
The most frequent and consistent strategy pro-
gram administrators stressed for the success and 
sustainability of their programs was collaboration. 
Program administrators used collaboration for 
many things, including programming, fundrais-
ing, cost saving, and identifying educators and 
mentors.

 
Collaboration. All of the program administra-
tors described the importance of collaborating 
with other outreach and support groups and/or 
community organizations and businesses. They 
had a trusted list of partners who frequently sup-
ported the group’s goals and activities as well as 
partners. Collaboration and shared programming 
between these affinity groups commonly took 
place. Program administrators worked with other 
affinity groups and resource offices on campus to 
cut down on costs and to bring needed informa-
tion to their participants. 

Program Evaluation
There was no discussion of formal evaluation 

by any of the program administrators; however, 
administrators measured success by year-to-year 
participation and retention. For example, Gayle of 
the Black Women’s Wellness Group monitored the 
success of her program by the number of mem-
bers. As she explained:

Case in point for our group, our group is a very success-
ful group. Generally we range from six to nine, which 
is actually a really solid group. But I will tell you for the 
first time ever, because of a little bit more intentional-
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ity around outreach, we had to make an exception this 
year and we had 13 in our group, which is actually kind 
of big. 

This method for measuring effectiveness ap-
pears to be driven by institutional norms for as-
sessing program success based on attendance. 

Discussion

The results of this study provide compelling 
evidence that programs for Black women can in-
tegrate social support into program activities in 
ways that build community and networks with 
other Black women, raise knowledge and aware-
ness, and empower participants. The use of social 
support towards these aims can help mitigate the 
negative impact of toxic institutional environ-
ments and contribute to the successful acclimation 
and retention of Black college women (Commo-
dore et al., 2018). These findings echo the work of 
previous scholars who have pointed out the need 
for affinity groups for Black women that provide a 
community of support that is culturally relevant, 
responsive, and focused on their intersection-
ality of being Black and a woman (Croom et al., 
2017; Lindsay-Dennis et al., 2011; Robinson et al., 
2013). The data also highlights the importance of 
setting specific goals which address the challenges 
and needs of Black collegiate women who attend 
predominantly White institutions. 

Based on the experiences and assessment 
from the program administrators in this study, 
Black collegiate women need social support, men-
toring, and empowerment. This echoes what the 
literature says about mentoring and social sup-
port for Black collegiate women. Most of the pro-
gram administrators reported that mentoring was 
crucial for the support and development of Black 
women (Belgrave et al., 2004; Hoff et al., 2001; 
Leadbeater et al., 2007; Rhodes et al., 2007). Af-
finity programs for Black collegiate women can 
address these needs by identifying and organizing 
activities that focus on building community and 

networks, raising knowledge and awareness, and 
empowerment.

The implications of this study point to a con-
tinued need for thoughtful and strategic program-
matic interventions designed specifically for the 
particular experiences of Black women. We agree 
with Black women scholars Patton and Haynes 
(2018), who argue that by moving the marginalized 
to the center, institutional leaders can engage in the 
act of “looking to the bottom” by learning from the 
experiences of Black collegiate women as well as 
affinity program administrators of color who serve 
the needs of these women. Black collegians and 
administrators alike should be considered in poli-
cy and program evaluation, and services to ensure 
that the unique needs of Black collegiate women 
are addressed. When program administrators are 
intentional and create objectives specifically to ad-
dress the needs of Black women, they can mitigate 
the emotional, psychological, and social effects of 
a toxic campus environment by fostering commu-
nity. We recommend that institutional leaders and 
student affairs administrators move Black women 
from the periphery of policy and center them in 
their strategic plans and appropriations for insti-
tutional support. For scholars who care about the 
academic and psychosocial development and out-
comes for Black collegiate women, we recommend 
looking past the outcomes and even the interven-
tions to the persons designing these interventions 
and supports. Centering the women who design, 
facilitate, and manage these efforts will illuminate 
more insight into helping Black collegiate women. 

For program administrators, we recommend-
ed using the program planning model discussed 
here with careful consideration of intersectional-
ity and how it can be addressed in the goals, objec-
tives, activities, and assessment of programmatic 
outreach. It is also recommended that program 
administrators partner with others for expanded 
program participation, resources, and long-term 
sustainability. For student affairs administrators 
who seek to design and manage programs de-
signed for Black women, the findings of this study 
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are a reminder that while stories of success are en-
couraging, when placed within the patriarchal and 
racist social context of the United States, they can 
also be misused to justify the dearth of program-
matic support available for minoritized popula-
tions—in this case Black women. The invisibility 
and isolation that continues to pervade the expe-
rience of Black collegiate women signal an urgent 
need for interventions designed especially for this 
population. It is important that organizations and 
their administrators continue to support those 
who take the time to provide this type of outreach. 

The data revealed in this study offer new in-
sight into the contextual challenges to the imple-
mentation and sustainability of their affinity pro-
grams, funding, and support from their institution. 
Study findings also attribute such challenges to the 
lack of empathy in Black women, disinterest and 
ignorance regarding the needs of Black women, 
and organizational resistance. Study findings sug-
gest that institutions must be intentional in their 
effort to provide funding and support in order for 
programs to sustain. These findings support those 
found in Allen’s (2019) study examining how insti-
tutions create climates that nurture sister circles 
for Black women collegiate to succeed and persist 
at PWI. Specifically, intentional programs and ini-
tiatives, including funding, for Black women col-
ligates were woven into the fabric of the institu-
tional site. One participant in this study who was 
an administrator confirmed “that sister circle will 
always have a budget line because it’s a priority 
and the program helps students to thrive” (Allen, 
2019, p. 136). The data also revealed some strate-
gies and resources program administrators could 
employ to sustain their programs. In particular, 
the findings show how program administrators 
use collaborative partnerships as both a resource 
and a teaching tool for support. Finally, while we 
did not explore how race may have affected the 
way the program administrators designed and en-
gaged in this work, we recommend future studies 
investigate the role race plays in how administra-
tors approach their work.
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