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Sociopolitical and institutional barriers significantly influence the mental health and overall well-being of undocumented and Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) students in US higher education. Concurrently, higher education and student affairs (HESA) professionals who serve these students face their own psychological and professional challenges as they navigate restrictive policies and bureaucratic uncertainty. This brief research report extends the Immigration Battle Fatigue (IBF) framework by integrating principles from administrative burden theory to examine the interconnected experiences of undocumented students and the professionals who support them. Drawing on qualitative data from a Spencer Foundation–funded study of HESA professionals’ work with undocumented students, the analysis focuses on the psychological costs of immigration-related administrative burdens across four ecological levels: policy, institutional, interpersonal, and individual. Findings indicate that these psychological costs contribute to cumulative trauma, disengagement, and professional fatigue. The report concludes with implications for institutional practice, professional development, and policy reform to mitigate harm and promote systemic well-being.
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Introduction

In 2022, 32% or 5.8 million postsecondary students were either born outside the US or had at least one immigrant parent (1). Further, undocumented students comprise 409,000 individuals in higher education, a decrease from 2019, when 427,000 were reportedly enrolled (2). With more than a third of postsecondary students impacted by their immigration status, researchers, policymakers, and educational administrators need to prioritize understanding and addressing how immigration shapes the postsecondary experience.

Immigration-related factors significantly influence students’ postsecondary trajectories by affecting their overall health and well-being. Sixty percent of postsecondary students have been identified with one mental health concern (3), and over 75% reported psychological distress (33). While, in general, immigrant students arrive in the US with better health conditions than the US-born population, the stressors they experience (e.g., political climate) in the US change rapidly (4). As of this writing in 2025, the wave of raids and anti-immigration legislation imposed by the 47th administration has caused a significant number of immigrant people to report fear and distress related to national policymaking. Other stressors include restrictive immigration policies, causing mental health distress, such as anxiety and depression (5, 6). Researchers have also demonstrated that institutional agents in schools and postsecondary institutions can exacerbate the well-being of immigrant students, causing them to experience microaggressions (7), restrict access to pertinent information regarding college access and success, and even impart misinformation (34, 35, 48).

Institutional agents in postsecondary education include Higher Education and Student Affairs (HESA) professionals, who are administrators, educators, and leaders who support student learning, development, and success outside the classroom through roles in areas such as advising, student life, multicultural affairs, residence life, and career services (8, 9). They help shape campus climate, policies, and programs to foster equitable and inclusive educational environments (10, 11). Despite growing concerns about undocumented students’ well-being, research indicates that Higher Education and Student Affairs (HESA) professionals are perceived to lack awareness or care for the unique challenges these students face (12), and in some cases, may unintentionally inflict harm through microaggressions (7). At the same time, scholars have documented that HESA professionals themselves experience compassion fatigue when working with undocumented students, highlighting a need to address their mental health and emotional well-being (13) while others document the very real restrictions school agents experience when supporting undocumented students that constrain their ability to provide adequate support (36). This paper explores the intersection of these two strands of scholarship, the experiences of undocumented students and the psychological toll on HESA professionals, as a critical site of analysis.

In this brief research report, I examine the experiences of Higher Education and Student Affairs (HESA) professionals who work with undocumented students, alongside the policies shaping their practice. Drawing on qualitative data from a Spencer Foundation–funded study, I analyze the psychological costs of immigration-related administrative burdens across four interconnected levels: policy, institutional, interpersonal, and individual. This ecological perspective draws on Bronfenbrenner’s (47) assertion that human development is shaped by “the progressive, mutual accommodation between an active, growing human being and the changing properties of the immediate settings in which the person lives, as this process is affected by relations between these settings, and by the larger contexts in which the settings are embedded” (p. 21). Applying this framework highlights that these levels do not operate in isolation but interact to jointly shape the experiences and well-being of both students and professionals. By mapping these burdens across student and administrator pathways, the analysis underscores how systemic exclusion is embedded within and expressed across these layers. I argue that the psychological costs borne by undocumented students are closely tied to the administrative conflicts HESA professionals face within a complex and often hostile federal policy environment. Findings reveal that these costs contribute to cumulative trauma, disengagement, and secondary fatigue. I conclude by outlining implications for institutional practice, professional development, and policy reform aimed at mitigating harm and fostering systemic well-being.



Overview of relevant research

Postsecondary students whose educational trajectories are shaped and constrained by the federal government’s use of immigration status as a criterion for determining eligibility for resources face a distinct set of challenges as they navigate the educational pipeline. This section briefly examines the experiences and well-being of DACA recipients and undocumented students at the postsecondary level. While the literature underscores the central role of Higher Education and Student Affairs (HESA) professionals in supporting the well-being of undocumented students, existing scholarship primarily reflects the perspectives of the students themselves, offering limited insight into the experiences and practices of the HESA professionals who work with them as part of this critical relationship.


Overview of undocumented students in higher education

While immigrant students experience distinct legal liminalities, for this paper, I will focus on students who are undocumented (i.e., individuals who do not have the documentation to provide them with protection from deportation). Undocumented immigrants are individuals born outside of the United States who reside within its borders without legal authorization (14). Within the context of higher education, undocumented students are those who similarly lack legal immigration status yet pursue postsecondary education in the U. S. These students often have lived in the United States for the majority of their lives, are fluent in English, and may have been unaware of their undocumented status until adolescence or early adulthood. Notably, both undocumented immigrants and undocumented students lack a clear and accessible pathway to citizenship (15, 37).

Diverse legal liminalities are important to highlight in this section. Recipients of the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) are also considered undocumented, but with certain protections. DACA is an executive order established in 2012 under President Obama’s administration. It has served 834,000 individuals, and despite its success, it faced attacks during the 45th administration, with efforts to rescind it beginning in 2017. In January 2025, the U. S. District Court for the Southern District of Texas ruled that a DACA decision was unlawful and issued a partial stay, allowing DACA recipients who applied in 2021 to renew their applications but not accepting new applicants. Nine states (Texas, Alabama, Arkansas, Kansas, Louisiana, Mississippi, Nebraska, South Carolina, and West Virginia) were plaintiffs in this ruling.

Despite these legal and structural limitations, all children, regardless of immigration status, are entitled to attend public elementary and secondary schools, as guaranteed by the Plyler v. Doe (16) decision. However, this legal protection does not extend to postsecondary education. At the federal level, undocumented students are barred from accessing most forms of postsecondary benefits, including federal financial aid. Nevertheless, some states have enacted policies that mitigate these restrictions by applying state residency criteria to extend in-state tuition and, in some cases, state-based financial aid to undocumented students.



Undocumented student health in higher education

Given the lack of protection undocumented students face in higher education, it is not surprising that they face a distinct set of health-related challenges. Legal precarity, limited access to health services, and chronic psychosocial stress are factors that shape undocumented student health (17). Undocumented students navigate a complex and often hostile policy environment while attempting to meet academic and personal expectations, frequently navigating enforced invisibility within institutional life (17). A growing body of research underscores that both mental and physical health concerns are prominent in this population, alongside significant barriers to care and wellness access (18, 19).

Mental Health Strain and Psychosocial Stress. Undocumented students report elevated levels of anxiety, depression, and chronic stress relative to their documented peers, often linked to fear of deportation, institutional discrimination, and financial precarity (17, 20). Cha et al. (20) found that these stressors are frequently internalized and normalized, leading many students to interpret their psychological distress as an inevitable outcome of undocumented status, thereby diminishing help-seeking behaviors. Perceptions that mental health interventions are ineffective in addressing systemic causes, such as immigration-related exclusions, further discourage service use. The intersectional stigma associated with both undocumented status and mental illness adds to these barriers, creating significant psychosocial obstacles to care. In many cases, students avoid seeking help out of concern that they will be perceived as weak or risk disclosing their immigration status, even in confidential therapeutic settings.

Federal and State Barriers to Health Care Access. Lack of health insurance remains one of the most substantial barriers to care. Most undocumented students are ineligible for Medicaid, the Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP), and coverage under the Affordable Care Act (ACA) (21), leaving them reliant on emergency care or informal support networks. DACA recipients became eligible to enroll in ACA programs under the Biden administration in 2024. However, the expanded access was challenged by 19 states, preventing DACA students from enrolling in health care assistance in those states. Even when campus or community health services are technically available, fears of institutional surveillance, lack of trust, and concerns about confidentiality contribute to underutilization (20).

Immigration Policy and Campus Climate. Shifting immigration policy landscapes, such as threats to the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program, generate constant instability for undocumented students and exacerbate mental health risks (22). Uncertainty over legal protections has been linked to heightened anxiety and emotional distress. However, research highlights that inclusive, supportive institutional environments or “undocu-serving” campuses can serve as a critical protective factor, promoting psychological well-being, academic persistence, and a greater sense of belonging (23).



The role of higher education and student affairs professionals in the well-being and mental health of DACA and undocumented students

While some universities offer mental health training for HESA professionals (24), this training is not mandatory, nor is it consistently included in HESA graduate programs. As a result, many professionals enter the field without a solid foundation in mental health or a nuanced understanding of how immigration status intersects with student well-being. Although mental health services may be available on campus, they are not always equipped to serve students with diverse and liminal immigration statuses effectively, especially when services are hard to access. In response, some institutions have developed specialized support programs, such as culturally responsive counseling, peer support groups, and wellness initiatives for international and undocumented students (25). Community partnerships with local health providers and social services have also become vital resources for students facing financial hardship or complex legal issues.

Despite these efforts, the role of HESA professionals is often limited to service provision and student support, neglecting the emotional labor they perform and the institutional gaps they must navigate. Research indicates that HESA professionals who work closely with undocumented students may suffer from compassion fatigue or secondary trauma due to repeated exposure to students’ immigration-related stressors, worsened by a lack of training and institutional support (13). Furthermore, the literature underscores the possibility and responsibility of HESA professionals to act as institutional change agents. By leveraging their strategic roles, these professionals can help shape inclusive campus climates that resist and mitigate the effects of exclusionary immigration policies (26, 27). For example, after the 45th presidential administration rescinded DACA in 2017, university leaders have reassured undocumented students of their safety on campus by affirming that Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) officials are not permitted to conduct arrests on university grounds. During that time, many university leaders have publicly denounced the 45th administration’s actions on DACA.

Nevertheless, the limited attention to immigration status among higher education leadership and other HESA professionals remains evident. Public statements by university leaders have often been inconsistent and, in some cases, have conveyed harmful or ambiguous messages regarding immigration enforcement, border control, and the roles of undocumented parents (27). As stated earlier, research on undocumented students’ perceptions of HESA professionals further underscores these challenges, with several studies documenting negative interactions. Vega et al. (38) demonstrate that such interactions can produce significant psychological and behavioral consequences, contributing to immigration battle fatigue—often exacerbated by the very professionals charged with supporting undocumented students—which compounds their already precarious circumstances. To interrogate these tensions more fully, this brief research report draws on a conceptual framework incorporating immigration battle fatigue, immigrant illegality, and administrative burden theory. Together, these frameworks reveal how HESA professionals can either perpetuate or disrupt institutional inequities and, in doing so, profoundly influence the well-being of undocumented students in postsecondary education.




Conceptual framework

This study draws on three intersecting frameworks—Immigration Battle Fatigue, Immigrant Illegality, and Administrative Burden Theory—to examine how undocumented students in higher education and the Higher Education and Student Affairs (HESA) professionals who support them experience and navigate immigration-related stressors. Together, these frameworks illuminate how exclusionary policies, institutional practices, and social perceptions converge to produce cumulative psychological, emotional, and behavioral strain for both groups.

Situated within an ecological perspective spanning four levels—policy, institutional, interpersonal, and individual—this approach emphasizes the relational nature of these burdens. Immigration Battle Fatigue (38), adapted from Smith’s (28, 29) concept of Racial Battle Fatigue, highlights the ongoing stress, reduced motivation, and withdrawal behaviors that arise when undocumented students face persistent policy confusion, stigma, and institutional neglect. Immigrant Illegality (39) describes undocumented status as a socially and legally constructed condition that limits access to resources, even in environments with seemingly inclusive policies, due to ongoing stigma and administrative ambiguity (30, 31). Administrative Burden Theory (32) enhances this analysis by identifying the learning, compliance, and psychological burdens embedded in policy and institutional design—burdens that undocumented students must manage and that HESA professionals often face when advocating without sufficient institutional authority or guidance (40).

By integrating these frameworks within an ecological model, this study captures the complexity of how policy, institutional structures, and human relationships interact to shape everyday experiences. This approach moves beyond single-actor or single-level analyses, instead recognizing that students’ and professionals’ pathways are intertwined in ways that both reflect and resist systemic exclusion. In doing so, it positions the empirical analysis to not only document harm but also identify leverage points for institutional and policy interventions that promote equity and well-being.



Methods


Research questions and methods

Building on the integrated ecological framework outlined above, this study employs a qualitative, multi-site case study design to examine how Higher Education and Student Affairs (HESA) administrators navigate the complex interplay of federal, state, and institutional politics surrounding undocumented students. The analysis is guided by the following research question: How do HESA administrators navigate conflicting federal, state, and university policies related to undocumented students?



Sample and site selection

While federal policy has remained largely static in restricting undocumented students’ access to postsecondary benefits, state-level responses vary considerably. These policy contexts can be grouped into three broad categories:

	1. Inclusive: Tuition Equity States: States offering in-state tuition and/or state-based financial aid to undocumented students.

	2. No State Policy: States with no explicit legislation regarding undocumented students’ access to higher education benefits, but where some of their public institutions may have implemented inclusive practices toward undocumented students.

	3. Prohibitive/Restrictive States: States with policies banning or limiting undocumented students’ enrollment (prohibitive), in-state tuition eligibility (restrictive), or access to state financial aid (restrictive).



Thirty participants were interviewed across 15 states and Washington, DC, reflecting a wide range of institutional types and policy climates. The sample included higher education and student affairs (HESA) administrators from international student services, diversity and multicultural affairs, academic advising, legal services, and offices dedicated to undocumented student support, as well as higher education leaders in admissions, enrollment management, and student success initiatives. Most participants worked directly with undocumented students, while others engaged through advising, programming, advocacy, or policy interpretation.

Demographically, the sample was predominantly female (80%) and racially and ethnically diverse, with the majority identifying as Latina/o, Chicana/o, or Hispanic (60%). White/Caucasian participants comprised 20% of the sample, with additional representation from Asian (7%), Black/African American (3%), Native American/Latino (3%), and Jewish diaspora (3%) participants.

Participants were situated in states with varying policy climates: 70% in inclusive contexts (e.g., New Jersey, California, Illinois), 17% in prohibitive contexts (e.g., Georgia, South Carolina), 3% in restrictive contexts (North Carolina), and 10% in states with no statewide policy (Pennsylvania and Michigan, where access is limited to certain public universities). Institution types spanned large public HSIs (50%), medium public HSIs (13%), small private liberal arts colleges (13%), community colleges (10%), large public non-HSIs (10%), and private selective universities, including law and Ivy institutions (10%). Collectively, these participants offered insights into how state and institutional contexts shaped practices, policies, and advocacy for undocumented students in higher education. Table 1 shares participants’ demographics and institutional contexts.


TABLE 1 Participant demographics and institutional contexts (N = 30).


	Category
	Subcategory
	n
	%

 

 	Gender identity 	Female / She (incl. She/ella, she/ella/) 	24 	80%


 	Male / He (incl. he/el, him/his) 	6 	20%


 	Race/Ethnicity 	Latina/o/Chicana/o/Hispanic 	18 	60%


 	White / Caucasian 	6 	20%


 	Black / African American 	1 	3%


 	Asian 	2 	7%


 	Native American/Latino (mixed heritage) 	1 	3%


 	Jewish diaspora 	1 	3%


 	State policy climate 	Inclusive (e.g., NJ, IL, CT, NY, OR, MA, CA, NV, DC, VA, TX*) 	21 	70%


 	Restrictive (e.g., North Carolina) 	1 	3%


 	Prohibitive (e.g., GA, SC) 	5 	17%


 	No State Policy (e.g., PA, MI**) 	3 	10%


 	Institution type 	Large Public HSIs (incl. EHSI/AANAPISI) 	15 	50%


 	Medium Public Institutions (HSI/EHSI) 	4 	13%


 	Small Private Liberal Arts (HWI/HSI) 	4 	13%


 	Community Colleges (public/HSI/CC) 	3 	10%


 	Large Public (non-HSI specified, e.g., land grant) 	3 	10%


 	Private (large, selective, law/Ivy) 	3 	10%





*Texas is categorized as “Inclusive until 2025” when the policy was changed. **Pennsylvania and Michigan are classified as “No State Policy.” Access and tuition equity are limited to certain public universities that have adopted their own inclusive practices.
 



Data collection

Data were gathered through 30 in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted via Zoom between 2021 and 2024. Interviews lasted between 60 and 90 min and were initially transcribed using automated transcription software. Transcripts were then verified against the audio recordings for accuracy and returned to participants for member checking.

In addition to interviews, I collected and analyzed state-level policy documents, legislative summaries, institutional websites, annual reports, and relevant media coverage to develop detailed state policy profiles. These profiles informed the interview protocols and provided critical context for interpreting participants’ accounts (41). Data collection concluded prior to the policy shifts initiated by the 47th presidential administration in January 2025.



Recruitment of participants

Drawing on my professional networks as a former HESA administrator and current faculty member in a higher education program, I recruited participants using purposeful and snowball sampling (43). I sought “positioned informants” (42) or individuals whose professional roles afforded them insight into how policy and politics shaped institutional practice. Interview questions explored participants’ knowledge of federal and state guidelines, strategies for implementation, and how personal beliefs, organizational priorities, and political contexts informed their decision-making.



Data analysis

Data analysis proceeded in multiple stages, beginning with the development of contextual state profiles to capture variation in policy environments. State profiles were constructed from legislative documents, institutional policies, and public statements and categorized into the three policy contexts described above. These profiles provided an analytic scaffold for comparing institutional and professional practices across policy environments. Interview transcripts were analyzed inductively using a multi-level coding process (44). In the first coding cycle, descriptive and in vivo codes were applied to capture participants’ own language and surface-level patterns in their narratives. This stage identified broad topical areas such as policy interpretation, student trust, emotional exhaustion, and institutional advocacy.

In the second coding cycle, focused coding was employed to synthesize and refine these preliminary codes into analytically robust categories aligned with the study’s conceptual framework. Codes were organized across the four ecological levels (i.e., policy, institutional, interpersonal, and individual) and connected to themes such as administrative burden, policy conflict, and professional well-being.

Throughout the process, analytic memos were written after each interview to document emerging insights, link patterns to the ecological framework, and note possible contradictions. Using constant comparative and cross-case analysis (45), I examined how political, institutional, and local factors interacted within and across policy contexts. All coding and analysis were conducted using Dedoose software (Table 2).


TABLE 2 Sample codebook.


	Code
	Description
	Example Quote
	Ecological level
	Policy context

 

 	Policy context 	References to state policy environment and its perceived inclusivity or restrictiveness 	“We’re in a restrictive state, it’s unclear what we are even allowed to do.” 	Policy 	Prohibitive/Restrictive


 	Motivation for work 	Participant’s personal or professional reasons for supporting undocumented students 	“I was undocumented myself, and I saw the need in my community.” 	Individual 	All


 	Student information access 	How undocumented students obtain or fail to obtain college-related information 	“They usually hear about in-state aid from peers, not staff.” 	Institutional 	Inclusive – Tuition Equity


 	Office conflict 	Tensions between departments or offices regarding undocumented student policies 	“Financial aid says one thing, our office says another, and the student is caught.” 	Institutional 	No State Policy


 	Stressors 	Emotional or psychological strain from supporting undocumented students 	“It’s exhausting to support students when you feel helpless and alone.” 	Individual 	All


 	Trust building 	Efforts to establish trust with undocumented students 	“They only share their status when they know they can trust you.” 	Interpersonal 	All




 



Researcher positionality

I have studied the experiences of immigrant students in higher education for over 25 years, beginning my work with undocumented students in 1998. My research has documented the critical role HESA administrators play in providing accurate information on college access and success—from tuition and financial aid guidance to navigating mental health resources. Despite this role, administrators often have little to no formal training on serving undocumented students, yet they bear the responsibility of implementing related policies and practices. Grounded in Dillard’s (46) call for research as a responsibility to the communities we engage with, this study centers the voices of HESA administrators to better understand how they navigate these complex policy landscapes.




Findings overview

The findings are organized according to the four ecological levels—policy, institutional, interpersonal, and individual—and interpreted through the three state policy contexts identified in the state profiles: Inclusive—Tuition Equity States, No State Policy States, and Prohibitive/Restrictive States. While thematic patterns emerged across all contexts, their scope, severity, and mechanisms varied. In inclusive states, in-state tuition and state aid reduced some financial barriers but did not eliminate stigma, administrative ambiguity, or the emotional labor required to navigate higher education. In states with no policy, the absence of legislative guidance created institutional inconsistency and left decision-making to individual offices or leaders. In prohibitive/restrictive states, statutory exclusion from enrollment or tuition, combined with hostile political rhetoric, produced acute fear, discouraged disclosure, and intensified psychological costs for both undocumented students and the HESA professionals who support them.


Policy level: conflicting mandates and layered exclusions

Across all contexts, participants described the mental toll of policy contradictions where one level of governance offered a pathway to access while another imposed barriers. This reflected the administrative burden’s learning and psychological costs: students and professionals struggled to understand and emotionally process complex and changing rules. For example, in Inclusive–Tuition Equity States, while state policies allowed for in-state tuition or aid, students remained ineligible for federal benefits such as financial aid, creating what one administrator called “half-open doors.” Professionals described the challenge of explaining these “yes, but…” scenarios without discouraging students. In No State Policy States, the lack of explicit policy created a vacuum in which institutional leaders either stepped in with ad hoc guidance or avoided the issue altogether. This left HESA professionals without a standard playbook, increasing uncertainty and internal policy conflicts. Finally, in Prohibitive/Restrictive States, statutory bans on in-state tuition or admissions are layered on top of federal exclusions, producing an Immigrant Battle Fatigue (IBF) effect. HESA professionals reported that undocumented students experienced chronic stress, fear of exposure, and avoidance of opportunities, leading professionals to operate under a “compliance over care” mandate.

Zara, a professional in a state that, as of 2018, became inclusive, shared her experiences working there amid the threats posed by the DACA rescission (2017) and the incoming 45th administration in 2016. She highlighted the psychological toll:


“We were told that at any point… the government could just come through our doors and ask for files. We needed to be prepared for that… We are not going to allow this to happen to our students.”


Zara recalled that the preparation to support students did not include training and involved protecting students’ identities. She recalled fear associated with this time, even though she worked within a state that offered in-state tuition. She not only feared for her students but also feared for her colleagues.



Institutional level: organizational ambiguity and advocacy constraints

Institutional policies and norms either mitigated or amplified state-level dynamics, embodying immigrant illegality when practices reinforced exclusionary logic. For participants in Inclusive States, their campuses often publicized support services, but inconsistent training led to students still encountering misinformation. Some offices acted as strong advocates, while others perpetuated confusion by relying on outdated or incomplete policy knowledge. For administrators in No State Policy states, without legislative guardrails, institutional responses depended on campus leaders who were aware of the well-being of undocumented students and their sense of safety on campus. This created supportive spaces or HESA professionals within campuses but left students vulnerable to variable interpretations and procedural roadblocks.

In Prohibitive/Restrictive states, participants shared that they had to defer to the most restrictive reading of policy, adding internal barriers beyond those required by law. For example, one participant shared that many institutions in prohibitive states not only prevented undocumented students from in-state tuition and financial aid, but some campuses also required all non-resident students to enroll for classes after the general population enrolled. Professionals described “working around” these systems quietly to avoid drawing political attention.

Participants in inclusive, tuition-equity states faced a similar challenge: working around these systems while also being responsible for creating systems and training. Sara, from a tuition-equity state, shared that she did not receive formal training from her campus and often sought guidance from community-based organizations. She was responsible for sharing this knowledge with her colleagues. She described the informal strategies they developed: “There wasn’t a training … we kind of just taught each other how to make sure [undocumented students] were safe and supported.” Tina, also in an inclusive, tuition-equity state, emphasized the importance of nuanced categorization in advocacy work: “I separate [students] by employment authorization, DACA recipients, or TPS asylum individuals, and students who could not apply to DACA … cannot change their immigration status.”



Interpersonal level: trust as selective currency

Relationships between students and staff reflected the interpersonal transmission of administrative burden—where trust, once established, eased navigation, but the scarcity of safe relationships concentrated emotional labor on a few individuals.

Participants from Inclusive States shared that students were more willing to disclose status to designated staff or cultural centers, but this trust was still selective and had to be earned over time. This meant consistent outreach from participants to the general campus, to be “found.” Tina, in an inclusive state, explained her tailored approach:

“It’s a very different experience for undocumented students … seeing what they need and how to tailor those needs so they could be helped as soon as they walk in.” Campuses with free legal services (found in inclusive contexts) were able to operationalize trust-building into tangible protections. Participants often worked with lawyers or clinics on their campus, which created more centers of support and overt outreach.

Participants in No State Policy states found that disclosure was inconsistent, depending on students’ perception of a staff member’s discretion and how well it aligned with advocacy values. Professionals sometimes discovered a student’s status only after a crisis occurred. A similar pattern appeared in Prohibitive/Restrictive states, where disclosure was rare and typically happened in high-stakes situations (e.g., financial holds or absences from class). Staff seen as allies took on extra advising, emotional support, and problem-solving tasks. In restrictive states, such resources were limited or discreet, underscoring the uneven geography of institutional care.



Individual level: coping, withdrawal, and professional exit

At the individual level, participants’ accounts reflected the embodied outcomes of IBF and immigrant illegality—showing decision fatigue, avoidance, and self-withdrawal among students, and burnout or role abandonment among professionals. In Inclusive States, professionals expressed concern about undocumented students’ ability to persist in their studies, describing constant vigilance, especially regarding disclosing their status in classrooms or applications. Many participants in this study also engaged in advocacy, particularly those who are immigrants or were undocumented, but worried about the long-term emotional toll. Nonetheless, all participants in inclusive states recognized that their colleagues in restrictive or prohibitive states faced tougher challenges and preferred to work within inclusive states. Despite these layered feelings, participants were concerned about leaving their roles, fearing that their work would leave with them and create a vacuum.

For participants in No State Policy states, uncertainty fostered frustration and fear. Professionals described a feeling of “treading water” without institutional support, and some questioned whether their roles could be sustained. In Prohibitive/Restrictive states, participants noted that ongoing exclusion and hostile environments created hopelessness among students and demoralization among advocates, who often considered leaving the institution or sector entirely. However, all professionals acknowledged the privilege of mobility—the ability to move to safer spaces—a privilege their students could not access, highlighting the disparities across different settings.




Discussion

An ecological perspective on Immigration Battle Fatigue (IBF) provides a framework for understanding how exclusionary systems function through policy, institutional inertia, and interpersonal tension. It emphasizes the dual burden on students and Higher Education and Student Affairs (HESA) professionals, as well as the urgent need for coordinated campus responses. These burdens result from policy design and administrative choices.

These findings underscore the complex and multifaceted nature of psychological costs in higher education for both undocumented students and the HESA professionals who support them. At every level—policy, institutional, interpersonal, and individual—the experiences of HESA professionals who work with undocumented students reveal the cumulative effects of administrative burden and immigration-related fatigue.

At the policy level, conflicting mandates and exclusionary practices create ongoing fear and confusion, fueling psychological distress. Zara’s detailed accounts of the threats caused by federal policies during the Trump administration illustrate how these worries can deeply affect the work environment and the overall campus climate. Such policies lead to disengagement among students and burden staff who feel compelled to operate in a climate of fear and silence.

At the institutional level, the lack of consistent procedures and clear messaging worsens these challenges. HESA professionals like Sara described the absence of formal training and the patchwork methods they use to support students in crisis. These experiences align with findings that show how inconsistent institutional practices and unclear guidance lead to confusion, stress, and unfair outcomes for undocumented students (38). Additionally, the burden of advocacy and “invisible labor” performed by staff like Tina illustrates organizational practices that lead to burnout and staff turnover. Many of these HESA professionals do this work without recognition or staff support, which leaves them feeling helpless and unsure if their efforts are making a difference.

At the interpersonal level, trust and safety are key themes. Tina’s story about providing tailored support and free legal services on her campus emphasizes the importance of creating safe spaces for undocumented students. However, relying on individual staff members for trust-building also places a heavy emotional burden on those perceived as “safe,” which can lead to secondary trauma and compassion fatigue (13). Sara’s example of finding a workaround for stipends shows the innovative strategies HESA professionals use in the absence of institutional support, highlighting both their dedication and the unsustainable nature of this work.

The psychological impact of these cumulative barriers is clear at the individual level. Undocumented students reported feeling disengaged and withdrawing due to constant stress and uncertainty, aligning with previous research on decision fatigue and the internalization of illegality (38). HESA professionals also shared feelings of helplessness and burnout, questioning whether their work is sustainable in institutions that often lack structural support. As some participants noted, unlike staff who might leave for more supportive environments, undocumented students do not have the same mobility or privilege to leave, which deepens the inequalities involved.



Implications and future directions

These findings demand urgent action on multiple levels. Policies that generate fear and confusion (such as in-state tuition exclusions and admissions bans) need to be challenged and reformed to guarantee equal access to education and lessen the psychological stress on students and staff. At the institutional level, universities must acknowledge the diversity within immigrant student populations and commit to comprehensive training, clear protocols, and structural support for undocumented students and their advocates. Trauma-informed practices, consistent messaging, and compensating staff for the unseen labor of advocacy are vital steps forward.

Further research should continue examining the dual burden of immigration-related fatigue on undocumented students and HESA professionals, especially amid changing political landscapes and policy shifts. Expanding the IBF framework to include intersectional identities (e.g., race, gender, and health status) would provide even deeper insights into the complex experiences of burden and fatigue. Ultimately, addressing these psychological costs requires fostering individual resilience, systemic reform in policy and campus structures, and professional practices to create truly equitable and safe educational environments for undocumented students.
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