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Housing Professionals in Privatized Housing
Ralphel L. Smith, PhD, University of Georgia
The purpose of this study was to examine the experiences of housing professionals who begin their
careers in traditional non-profit housing organizations and who then move to for-profit housing
organizations. Specifically, it explored the priorities of staff members in the different housing
settings. Participants perceived few philosophical differences between their priorities in the non-
profit and for-profit work environments. Several participants described increased opportunities
to sharpen budgetary skills in their for-profit position and some experienced greater autonomy.
The mass of students who flocked to college after World War II changed student life.
Along with the urgent need to provide educational services came the need to quickly expand
campus housing and food services (Fairbrook, 1993). As a consequence of these pressures, many
colleges looked to the private sector to help meet the housing needs of veterans and their families.
The trend to privatize campus services has expanded through America’s colleges and universities
after World War II until the late 1990s.

More recently, private and public institutions are finding that contracting with
private firms can help cut costs and boost performance in functions ranging from bookstores to
food service (Biddison & Hier, 1996). Privatizing student housing, however, has proven to be
less than a panacea. Biddison and Hier state that, compared with other campus functions
commonly turned over to contractors, student housing is unique because the college or university
is never fully free of the worries and responsibilities associated with student housing should

something go wrong or students become dissatisfied with the facilities and services. Many
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institutions, however, continue utilizing privatization or outsourcing to deal with the challenges
associated with student housing.

Outsourcing is also a common practice in U.S. corporations today, often replacing core
functions and involving long-term relationships. An example of such relationships is the many
companies that supply parts to the major U.S. automobile manufacturers. Proponents of
outsourcing say that it can save time and money. This savings can occur at all levels of
organizations. Consequently, outsourcing has become a central management tool in an ongoing
reshaping of America’s businesses (Corbett, 1998).

According to Kearney (1997), to rationally navigate the issues related to outsourcing
housing, higher education administrators must have some knowledge about privatization of
services and programs in higher education in general, and detailed knowledge of privatization of
housing. She defines privatization as an umbrella term that covers a variety of arrangements,
including outsourcing, contracting, franchising, purchasing, using temporary help from private
firms, and imposing user fees and charges. Fairbrook (1993) states that campus culture, staff
skills, and overall institutional philosophy should dictate the decision about whether to privatize.

Outsourcing Gaining Momentum

According to Van Der Werf (1999), colleges and universities, especially public
institutions, have rushed into privatized housing since about 1995. Prior to 1995, privatized
housing contracts were virtually non-existent, whereas $500-million in privatized housing
contracts was expected in 1999. Most developers of private housing promise many rewards and

no risks. In private housing, the educational institution generally does not have to make financial
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commitments up front, and, after construction is completed, a management team operates the
facilities and initiates programs for students (Van Der Werf, 1999). Some view this endeavor as
advantageous because it places no demands on institutional fiscal resources. Critics, however, see
many negatives with this system. Many fear the unknown because the private collegiate housing
industry is still untested. Van Der Werf (1999) states that colleges that contract with a private
developer give up control in areas such as setting room rates, monitoring student discipline, and
the quality of student life. The trend, however, for colleges and universities to outsource
traditionally in-house services continues to grow (Keown, 1999).

The purpose of this study was to examine the experiences of housing professionals who
begin their careers in traditional non-profit housing organizations and who then move to for-
profit housing organizations. Specifically, it explored the priorities of staff members in the
different housing settings. The researcher sought to identify how the important factors in
housing and student affairs (e.g., student development, customer service, relationships with
colleagues, and involvement in professional organizations) may differ in for-profit and
institution-based organizations. Other topics of inquiry include: the manner in which for-profit
housing operations address institutional educational missions and how professionals trained in
student affairs adjust to working in situations where profit and student satisfaction are the
principal criteria for judging success rather educational and personal development of residents.

Method
For the purposes of this study, I utilized a collective case study methodology and a

qualitative, semi-structured interview data collection strategy. Yin (1994) defines case studies as
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inquiries that investigate contemporary phenomena within their real life contexts, especially
when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident. Creswell (1998)
describes a collective case study as the study of multiple individuals, each defined as a case.

The study consisted of five cases of housing professional staff members who currently
work in for-profit housing operations. Each case consisted of one housing professional and
his/her experience in moving from a not-for-profit to a for-profit organization. This study was
particularistic, focusing on a particular situation, specifically having worked in two different
types of housing organizations. It was also descriptive, meaning that I pursued rich description
of the situation from the participants. Finally, I sought holistic data, capturing as many variables
as possible through open-ended interview questions and also multiple data sources.

Researcher Bias and Assumptions

The fact that [ am a nine-year veteran of traditional, institutionally-based housing
accounts for the majority of my biases and assumptions in this study. I have always worked for
housing departments at large public universities and I believe that these settings provide the
benchmark for housing and residential life management. I have always felt that student
development is very important and should be paramount in determining policies, procedures, and
allocation of time. On one hand, my limited experience distanced me from the participants I
interviewed, yet, on the other hand, it allowed me to relate to their experiences in many ways
based on their previous experiences.

As a student affairs professional, I am very concerned with the development of all

students and how the housing environment contributes to their development. I also am very
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interested in how student affairs professionals choose their work environments and how they
benefit from certain systems. During the interviews, I had to be careful not to unintentionally
lead the participants into answering the questions the way I assumed they would answer them.
Participant Selection

The sampling for this study was purposeful. To be eligible to participate in this study,
the individual must hold a master’s degree in student affairs or a closely-related field, have at least
three years post-master’s work experience in a not-for-profit collegiate housing and at least three
years experience working in a for-profit collegiate housing program, with no more than fifteen
years total experience. In other words, I selected participants based on depth of knowledge
about the phenomenon under study. Snowball sampling was used. After being identified as
meeting the criteria to participate in the research, a participant was asked to identify other people
who met the criteria.
Data Collection

Creswell (1998) states that, although approaches to data collection continually expand in

the qualitative area, there are four basic types of information to collect--observations, interviews,
documents, and audio-visual materials. Telephone interviews provided the primary source of
data for this study. The initial interviews lasted from forty-five minutes to an hour.
Data Analysis

In the data analysis, the constant comparative approach was used (Glaser & Strauss,
1967). This method entailed the concurrent processes of data collection and analysis. The

researcher took examined the data for any common themes among the five different cases.
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Pseudonyms were used for all participants.
Results
Two common themes emerged among the five research participants.
Theme One: Values, Perspectives, and Experiences

All research participants mentioned having close relationships with the student affairs
staff on the campuses where they previously worked. Dan stated that, “We are very close to
student affairs, and I think that is a key reason for us to hire individuals with student
development and student life backgrounds because they understand the importance of this
relationship.” Steve, another research participant with fifteen years experience commented on his
company’s relationship with student affairs by talking about some of the prerequisites they have
for taking on a project on a campus. He stated,

When we are developing a project with a university, we do not want to do it unless,

number one, the university has demonstrated a real need for it and, number two, the

university has demonstrated a real commitment to making the project work, be successful
and really be a part of the student affairs program. We bring on staff with a wealth of
experience in student affairs and student housing, so we feel it is essential that they be
able to interact with the student affairs staff and draw on resources from the student
affairs staff.

All of the research participants referenced the fact that the privatized company for which
they worked had good collegial relationships with the student affairs staff at all of its campuses.
Three of the five participants discussed a management committee, established to assist in
communication between student affairs at the campus and the privatized company. These

committees are normally composed of a Vice President for Student Affairs, a Vice President for

Business Affairs, and other individuals of the university’s choosing, such as Dean of Students,
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Associate Vice President for Student Learning, or even the Director of the Physical Plant. These
management committees meet at least four times a year.

Some research participants mentioned feeling as if they were one with the institutional
staff. Four of the five interview participants were members of student affairs professional
organizations and expressed that they felt at the current time they were accepted and treated as
legitimate professionals. One person admitted that he once had been viewed with suspicion by
other student affairs professionals -- especially housing staff -- but that has changed over the
past five years.

In discussing values and perspectives overall, the research participants did not feel their
values and perspectives were any different when working in for-profit housing than they were in
not-for-profit housing. James was asked what he thought the role of his for-profit housing
organization was in affecting the lives of students. He responded, “It is to help the students
accept responsibility for the decisions that they make, to provide educational opportunities for
them to learn about the choices they are making, and to learn about the responsibility that they
have to take in their lives. I really do not see my role as any different than what I practiced as a
traditional housing professional.” James continued, describing his organization’s awards banquet,
where outstanding residence life programs, customer service, and staff development programs of
the year were recognized, in addition to outstanding financial performance and facility of the
year. All research participants stressed how important customer service was in their positions
when the interviewer raised the topic, but they differed in their beliefs about whether customer

service was a more dominant value in for-profit housing. James commented about customer
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service and customers, saying, “We understand that if [students] were not here we would not
have jobs. We use the ‘raving fans’ initiative a lot. There is a book, and I do not know who
wrote it, but it is called Raving Fans. We are constantly looking at each site and trying to figure
out what more we can do to make the people love us.” When asked if customer service played a
bigger role in his job in for-profit housing, Dan commented, “No, I don’t think it plays a bigger
role. I think all housing organizations should provide a service to students because the students
are paying for housing, and all universities should provide the best service to their students. |
don’t think that customer service plays a bigger role in for-profit housing organizations than you
see at private schools.” Dan also discussed the fact that he learned a lot about treating the
student as a customer when he worked in his first traditional housing position at a small private
university. He learned that if his organization did not take care of the student, another one
would. Paula echoed that customer service was no more emphasized in her for-profit housing
organization than it had been at her previous two institutions that were large public state
universities. Michael was the only participant who felt that customer service was much more
significant in his current position in for-profit housing than it had been in not-for-profit housing:
“In privatized student housing, I feel that you are more aware of the fact that there are so many
choices for students and that they can go live anywhere else.” Because of that awareness, he
feels his organization must try to provide a means of customer service that is lacking in other
institutional settings.

Research participants all commented on the role that student development plays in their

organization and the way they do their jobs. The research participants across the board agreed
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that it played a significant role; however, specific theories of student development were not
mentioned. Michael discussed how he feels that he has developed his own type of theory based
on his knowledge and expertise of all the theories of student development he learned in his
master’s preparation program. He feels that the theories of student development are an integral
part of how he deals and interacts with students on a daily basis. Paula felt the role of student
development was similar in her for-profit housing organization as in her previous positions in
not-for-profit housing. She said that, “ I would not say that I spend an exorbitant amount of
time discussing the actual theories of student development, but I feel that student development
plays itself out in how we conduct ourselves, and how we set our goals and aspirations for the
department.” Dan answered the question about student development by stating that it just
comes naturally to him when working with a student to counsel, ask questions, and treat the
student as a developing person, rather than simply a customer.
Theme Two. Autonomy, Flexibility, and Budget Experience

All research participants mentioned that the autonomy of working for the privatized
company was an important factor in his or her decision to accept the position and for leaving
traditional housing and student affairs. In relation to autonomy, each interviewee discussed the
flexibility afforded him or her within the for-profit company. For example, Michael explained,
“What makes me happy is that I have lots of flexibility and I have the opportunity to travel. 1
like the idea of being the troubleshooter, going in and fixing things because I have done a lot in
housing and this is unique.” Michael’s view is a demonstration of what he finds different and

more attractive about for-profit housing. He feels less constrained to one place and one way of
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Paula stated that autonomy was the principal reason she left not-for-profit housing. She
explained that she was searching for the next step in her career and had applied for several
assistant director positions at traditional housing programs. She stated, “I guess I had several
opportunities and wound up selecting this one because it was going to give me the opportunity
take everything I had learned from different systems and kind of create a new residence life
program, and that was appealing to me, so I wound up here basically because of the amount of
autonomy | was going to have.” Paula continued on to explain that leaving traditional housing
and going with privatized housing afforded her the opportunity to not just carry on a tradition
but to start a new tradition. In this statement, the importance of flexibility is evident. The
participants explored opportunities to go beyond traditional barriers or expectations. Dan
commented about his offer to work for a major private housing organization,

I was skeptical, and it took a lot of discussion and processing for me. One of the reasons

I did go with the company was because it was like you are taking a chance, but I felt like

it was going to be a growing venture, and that more and more projects were going to come

up. It was going to be the new wave of college student housing, which, after seven years,
it turned out to be.

Budget experience seemed to be a common aspect of for-profit housing that the research
participants found satisfying about their current positions. Dan recounted advice given by one of
his professors, recommending that students who wanted to be deans or vice presidents should
learn budgeting. He said the professor advised the students to donate time or volunteer to work

with the vice president or dean who was responsible for the budget because without that

experience, it would be impossible to be promoted and get to the senior administrator positions.
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Dan felt that he is now getting the fiscal aspect and business side of student affairs in his current
position. He said that he took his current position because he is in charge of the budget. He
creates, monitors, and reports on the budget monthly. He finds this experience satisfying and
great preparation for moving on in student affairs. Along with the budget experience, Dan feels
that he is becoming experienced in marketing, so he supplements his extensive knowledge of
student affairs with important business-related experience.

Paula did not mention budget experience in particular but mentioned some of the positive
experiences and satisfying parts of her job that she would not have in a traditional housing
position. Specifically, Paula feels that she has acquired sound business ethics and fiscal
management skills. When I asked Steve about his decision to leave traditional housing and
satisfying aspects of his current position, he echoed other participants’ experiences with
increasing their budgeting skills in the private sector, adding that he has also supplemented his
facilities management knowledge.

Theme Three: Similar Goals of For-Profit Housing

All of the participants were asked about the goals of their organization and whether they
thought the goals differed from not-for-profit housing organizations. Basically, all of the
participants answered that they did not see a major difference in the goals. Steve answered that
the goals were to provide a service to students that is in keeping with each institution’s
philosophy. He went on to say that one of the goals is specifically to help the institution create
the campus culture to which they aspired. The second goal, according to Steve, is to provide a

superb on-campus housing experience for the students through the facilities in which they are
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living and through the educational programs that they provide. The final goal that Steve
discussed was to use the resources wisely such as charging a fair price while making a fair profit,
and using the resources in a way that continues to put money back into the facilities.

Dan stated that the goals of for-profit housing are definitely similar to the goals of not-
for-profit housing; however, the difference he sees is the focus on marketing because the for-
profit housing organization collects rent to pay the bills. He said that he did not see that as a goal
when he worked in not-for-profit housing. Dan also discussed sending people to the business
office for questions about bills and passing concerns about the facilities on to the physical plant
in his previous position. He stated that running a sound, ethical business and marketing the
facilities are major goals in the mission statement of his for-profit organization. Paula stated that
she viewed the number one goal was to create a community and living environment where
students feel comfortable and enjoy living and learning. Paula also mentioned other goals
including sound business ethics and sound fiscal management. James answered the question along
the same lines as the others.

In reviewing the findings, the researcher found that the housing professionals who
currently worked in for-profit housing could not distinguish a significant difference in values,
perspectives, or experiences that they did not have in not-for-profit housing. Most of the
research participants did feel as if they had more autonomy, flexibility and budget experience in
their current for-profit housing positions.

Limitations

The study is limited by the fact that I only spoke with five participants, so I did not get
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many different points of view. The study is also limited by the fact that I spoke with
participants who started at campus not-for-profit organizations and moved to private for profit
organizations, as opposed to the reverse. Another limitation of the study is that the interviews
were conducted by telephone. I missed any physical reactions the participants might have had in
response to questions or comments.

Also, I was placed in a position where I was not able to completely understand the
feelings of another person or how they make meaning of experiences. I did not ask these
professionals about such things as their family lives and their environment and how that affected
the decisions they made to work in their current positions. I focused only on the work
environment and what the work environment was, so I might have missed key elements. Another
limitation is the fact that I am employed in a campus not-for-profit housing organization, so
participants might have felt as if they could not completely trust me to be objective.

Implications

None of the housing professionals identified any significant difference in the perspectives
or values between the for-profit and not-for-profit housing work environments. The majority
reported that customer service was important to them in their previous experiences in not-for-
profit housing and still was very important to them in for-profit housing. One research
participant expressed the feeling that customer service was more of a dominant value in his
current position in for-profit housing than in his previous not-for-profit housing position. Most
participants agreed that customer service is important because all housing organizations are

providing a service to the students and that is an integral part of providing any service regardless
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of whether the organization is a department within a university or an organization contracted
with a university.

Student development was an important concept to all research participants. They all
agreed that they use theories of student development in the way they interact with students on a
daily basis, but none identified any particular theories used or any programmatic or research uses
of theory. Situations in which theory may be used include student discipline or counseling
students who are homesick or experiencing other issues. Some research participants said that
they are always conscious of student development and the fact that they are using those theories
from their educational backgrounds while others say it is something that comes automatically to
them and that they have integrated many of the theories without really distinctly remembering
them. Perhaps, the affirmation about the value of theory is a throwback to what they were
taught in graduate school. These responses might suggest that theory (student development or
others) does not seem to play a prominent role in practice, but is deemed a socially desirable
response.

In addressing the issue of what the research participants find satisfying about their
positions in for-profit housing organizations in comparison to their previous experience in not-
for-profit organization, all of the research participants reported that they enjoyed working in
housing and working with students. When asked what was satisfying about their current
positions, they all had similar answers. These answers might also help us understand the reason
student affairs professionals would leave traditional housing to work in privatized housing. All

research participants discussed enjoying the autonomy, flexibility, and budget experience they
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were acquiring in their current positions. Most of them expressed that they were able to make
quicker decisions on their own about things in which they had expertise. They experienced less
red tape and were able to serve the students more effectively. Also, the majority of them
enjoyed the flexibility of being able to travel to different campuses where their organization might
have contracts and might assign them. They were able to experience different things within the
same organization. They were also able to focus on getting a variety of experience in areas that
could assist them in advancing in their careers. There was not the same limitation to residence
life, facilities management, or staff development. They could get all of these experiences in a
single position. The most satisfying component that they all agreed upon was budget
management experience. All of these participants regardless of their positions within their
organizations worked with budgets and were learning about sound fiscal management. They all
felt that if they were still in traditional housing, they would not be afforded the same
opportunities with budgets that they are currently receiving.

All research participants stated that they did not see a major difference in the goals of
not-for-profit and for-profit housing organizations. One research participant answered that one
of the goals is specifically to help the university create the campus culture that they wanted.
Most universities benefit from a culture where there is a strong community and the students are
actively involved. This statement is true of traditional university housing departments. They all
talked about creating exceptional or superior on-campus experiences for the students. The one
area where one of the participants saw a difference was a greater focus on marketing on the part

of the for-profit housing organization. He felt that was due in part to the for-profit organization
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possibly being more concerned with collecting rent and paying the bills to see a profit.

This information highlights opportunities for traditional housing organizations re-examine
their structure and the experiences they offer their professional staff members. Affording mid-
managers more autonomy, flexibility, and fiscal management may help to retain talented
professionals. Student affairs, as a profession, is very important, but supervisors must recognize
that there is more to know than advising, supervising, and program planning. Business-related
skills are also vitally important. Many professions want to increase their skill sets, allowing
them the possibility of moving into senior student affairs administration positions.

Conclusion

The decision to privatize a housing operation looms large in its possible effects on a
particular institution’s culture and ability to operationalize its student affairs mission. The
results of this study, however, challenge current assumptions about the values held by
employees of for-profit organizations and the professional development available to them. The
results present an opportunity for student affairs supervisors to create positive change in their
organizations that will support student and staff development.
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