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Abstract 
As an antiracist problematic, Whiteness was used to better understand the 
persistence of access disparities to college counseling centers for students of 
color. This study explored the question, “How do experiences of Whiteness 
impact access to mental health care for domestic, undergraduate White stu-
dents and students of color at their respective college counseling centers?” 
Semi-structured interviews were completed with 6 undergraduates (three 
White students and three students of color). Data analysis was completed 
through three successive, iterative cycles of coding: value systems, color-blind 
ideologies, and Whiteness. The first two cycles of coding informed the last 
cycle. Five themes of Whiteness emerged: relational, advantage, property, 
power, and individualism. 
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1. Introduction 

Mental health treatment has been shown to positively impact personal wellbeing, 
societal productivity, and other beneficial long-term outcomes [1]. For college 
students, counseling has shown to be beneficial in specific ways. In a recent re-
port, 66% of students stated counseling services helped with their academic per-
formance; and 62% of students stated that counseling services helped them to 
stay in school [2]. Most colleges and universities offer counseling services to 
their students. However, help-seeking differences diverged when viewed by 
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race/ethnicity [3]. Researchers [4] found African Americans sought mental health 
treatment at lower rates than Whites. Researchers [5] reported students of color 
sought treatment at lower rates pre and post intake as compared to White (53% 
vs 89%). In another study, when students disclosed thoughts of suicide to 
another person, students of color were advised to seek help at statistically signif-
icantly lower rates than all other racial and ethnic groups were, including White 
students [6]. Other researchers [7] found that Asian Indian, Chinese, and Ko-
rean American student clients were significantly more likely to terminate treat-
ment after one session when compared to White and Latino/a student clients. 
Conversely, White students remained engaged in college mental health services 
at a statistically significant higher rate compared to their Asian Indian, Chinese, 
and Korean American students [7].  

While disadvantages associated with students of color in accessing mental 
health care on their college campuses have been studied, these studies may un-
intentionally problematize students of color. Instead, the first author [8] in the 
current study sought to problematize and explore Whiteness for its various im-
pacts on access to college mental health care.  

2. Literature Review 
2.1. Access Disparities in College Counseling Services 

Growing evidence suggests there is an increase in severity and prevalence of 
mental health disorders in college aged populations [9] [10] [11]. For example, 
nearly 66% of American college students report that in the last 12 months, they 
experienced overwhelming anxiety. Another 45% reported that they felt so de-
pressed that it was difficult to function; and 13% seriously considered suicide in 
the previous 12 months [12]. Among other conditions, high levels of anxiety, 
depression, and stress were reported as the most frequently presenting problems 
to college counseling centers; and demand for services have increased by 12% 
between 2018 to 2019 [2].  

As the world has been beset with a global pandemic since the winter of 2020, 
emerging data suggests a dramatic rise in symptoms of anxiety, depression, or 
both—directly attributable to the COVID crisis. According to statistics [13] 
from January to June of 2019, roughly 11% of adults aged 18 or older reported 
symptoms of these conditions. However, from January 2020 to mid-July 2020, 
nearly 42% of adults 18 or older reported symptoms of these conditions; and 
germane to a traditionally aged college population, nearly 56% of adults aged 18 
- 29 reported symptoms of depression, anxiety, or both [13]. Amid the COVID- 
19 outbreak, forms of psychological harm have steadily risen for people of color. 
Experiences ranging from social discomfort; being subjected to racial slurs; and 
fear of physical harm increased, particularly for Black and Asian Americans [14]. 

Despite this dour picture, counseling has shown to be beneficial to college 
students [2]. However, differences in utilization rates of counseling between 
White students and students of color have been demonstrated. For example, re-
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searchers [3] found the racial/ethnic composition of a college counseling staff 
predicted which racial/ethnic students utilized counseling services. 

Access to counseling relative to psychological distress revealed persistent in-
equities for college students of color [15]. Students of color sought counseling 
services on their campuses, but generally only when their level of psychological 
distress was severe [16]. Conversely, White students sought counseling with 
lesser levels of psychological distress.  

Disparities, as defined by researchers [17], may be attributable to myriad bar-
riers. For example, scholars [18] summarized three broad levels of barriers to 
help-seeking behaviors for college students in the U.S. and Canada: institutional, 
sociocultural, and personal barriers. As a socio-cultural barrier, Asian, Black, 
and Native Peoples were less likely than White students to seek formal counsel-
ing. Instead, they were more likely to turn to family, friends, or community eld-
ers. Compared to their White counterparts, [5] identified lower rates of coun-
seling before and after an initial intake for students of color. 

Researchers [7] sought to understand why Asian Indian, Chinese, and Korean 
American student clients were significantly more likely to terminate after one 
session when compared to White and Latino/a students. Relatedly, other re-
searchers [19] and [20] found lower attrition rates of White students relative to 
their mental health needs.  

A recent study, [19] concluded patterns of college students’ non-attendance to 
counseling sessions were different for students of color vs. White students. A 
statistically significant source of this variability was attributed to the therapists. 
Their results were suggestive of how culturally competency of the therapists va-
ried with their students’ race/ethnicities. 

Yet no studies to date have examined the role that Whiteness plays in creating 
and perpetuating structural inequities leading to disparate access. As a research 
tool, Whiteness helps to formulate questions in a way that are both relational 
and comparative in anti-racist scholarship [21].  

2.2. The Role of Whiteness  

Since the 1920’s, scholars [22] and [23] have examined what it means to be 
White. Critical White Studies (CWS) is a scholarly, critical investigation of the 
socially constructed “White race” ([24], p. 85). CWS interrogates abusive power 
and oppression that underpin the construct therefore illuminating the various 
inclusion/exclusion membership criteria of what it means to be White. 

CWS is primarily concerned with bringing into relief the ubiquitous presence 
of Whiteness in many contexts, including higher education. Scholarly research 
has not examined access disparities in college mental health. Through the lens of 
CWS, we begin to understand why these disparities persist [25]. Critical White 
scholars maintain without an unflinching understanding of Whiteness, racism is 
perpetuated and misunderstood. Several scholars [26] [27] [28] [29] invoke 
Whiteness—in all its insidious forms—as an explanatory lens by which to pay 
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attention to seen and unseen systems of power and privilege.  
CWS examines Whiteness as normatively embedded in the counseling expe-

rience, such as conceptualizations of what constitutes so-called “appropriate” 
forms of help-seeking; the provision of mental health care (e.g., weekly, 50-minute 
sessions; an emphasis on empirical protocols; worldviews of providers, etc.); and 
counselor activities, such as encouraging active self-disclosure [7]. These norms 
may in turn influence help-seeking behaviors that lead to inequitable access de-
spite preference and psychological need. 

CWS also calls-out hidden forces that support and perpetuate Whiteness 
and its dominant racialized ideologies. These ideologies (e.g., color-blindness, 
cultural racism, the myth of meritocracy, deficit explanations to describe racial 
differences, beliefs in a post-racial society, heterarchy, and segregation as a 
preference) are particularly relevant to investigations of disparate access to 
mental health care. For example, a CWS perspective may help to scrutinize the 
belief that students of color simply prefer other ways to seek help. There is 
some evidence that suggests mental health disparities persist even when prefe-
rence is taken into account [30]. Yet no studies to date have examined the role 
that Whiteness plays in creating and perpetuating structural inequities leading 
to disparate access. As a research tool, Whiteness helps to formulate questions 
in a way that are both relational and comparative in anti-racist scholarship 
[21].  

3. Research Question  

The role of Whiteness plays in help-seeking difference for students in critical 
need of help has yet to be explored. Using a critical White studies (CWS) 
framework, the first author [8] interviewed 6 undergraduate students about their 
experience with a college counseling center. The primary research question in 
this study was: How do experiences of Whiteness impact access to mental health 
care for domestic, undergraduate White students and students of color at their 
respective college counseling centers?  

4. Methodology 
4.1. Population and Sample Identification 

To sufficiently answer the research question, the goal was to recruit a range of 3 
- 20 students. Interviewing ended once data saturation was reached.  

The first author [8] decided to interview two participants for the pilot study: 
one student of color and one White student. Four additional participants—two 
students of color and two White participants—were added for total of six par-
ticipants. For qualitative research, four to ten participants is a reasonable sample 
size to gain in-depth and rich data through individual interviews and deep data 
analysis [31].  

All participants were born in the United States and referred to the first author 
through professional networks. Participants were domestic, undergraduate stu-
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dents enrolled in a four-year college or university and accessed campus counsel-
ing services at least one time (either in-person or virtually).  

4.2. Data Collection 

The first author [8] conducted one interview with each of the participants. Par-
ticipants were given the option to interview either in-person or via Zoom. All 
participants chose Zoom. They were provided with a description of the research 
and the informed consent form. Once consent was given, a semi-structured in-
terview was conducted with open-ended questions. Questions were constructed 
based upon the literature.  

The first author [8] welcomed each participant, thanking each for their wil-
lingness to participate; explained that the questions to be asked were intended to 
guide the conversation; and additional questions may be asked inviting partici-
pants to expand or clarify their responses. Participants were reassured there were 
no right or wrong answers and were encouraged to ask their own questions to 
better understand the interview questions. After the pilot study, additional pro-
tocol questions were added. All interviews lasted 60 - 90 minutes and were rec-
orded and transcribed. Each participant chose a unique pseudonym for their 
name during the interview.  

4.3. Data Analysis 

Once transcripts were reviewed and condensed, coding was done in three suc-
cessive, iterative cycles. Three cycles were necessary because each cycle informed 
the preceding and proceeding round. Cycle 1 began with values coding as de-
fined by researchers [32]. Values coding was appropriate for exploring values, 
intrapersonal, and interpersonal experiences. Values coding entailed mapping a 
participant’s value system (i.e., attitudes, values, and beliefs). Cycle 2 explored 
the ways in which value systems evinced ideologies of color-blindness [33]. In-
formed by this, a priori frames of color-blind ideologies were then exemplified 
in the data to the point of inductive thematic saturation. The first two coding 
cycles bridged one to the next in an interpretive, cyclical pattern of analysis and 
synthesis of the data. This was consistent with hermeneutic tradition. Inducing 
the “emergence of new codes or themes” ([34], p. 1897) of Whiteness in Cycle 3 
was informed by the findings from the previous two cycles.  

New codes and themes emerged around five axial parent categories/themes of 
Whiteness: relational, advantage, property, power, and individualism. The five 
axial categories informed a multi-layered understanding of Whiteness through 
an interpretive cycle of re-analysis and re-synthesis of all the previous data in 
light of the research questions. These categories encompassed the findings from 
all previous analyses/syntheses. In doing so, understanding the essence of 
Whiteness—its characteristics, location, actions and influences—was used in 
turn as a problematic to better understand its impact on the participants’ access 
to counseling at their respective college/university counseling centers. 
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5. Results 

Six students were interviewed for the study. The first two interviews were con-
ducted as a pilot study to see if semi-structured interview questions needed revi-
sions. The interviews of the six participants provided sufficient redundancy to 
achieve saturation.  

5.1. Demographics 

Demographic data was gathered on the six participants and their counselor at 
their college counseling center. The following table provides demographic in-
formation. See Table 1 below.  

5.2. Cycle 1-Values Coding  

Five types of attitudes emerged (see Table 2). In general, participants of color 
often had to take extra measures to access counseling and their attitudes con-
veyed this. They were cautious, doubtful, fearful, skeptical, and distrustful when 
accessing counseling. Comparatively speaking, White participants did not have 
these attitudes in accessing counseling. In fact, their attitudes—among oth-
ers—were positive, hopeful, and trusting. 

Beliefs clustered together as constructivist, critical, positivist and pragmatic 
(see Table 2). Participants of color fared better in counseling when their coun-
selor co-constructed an approach with them and acknowledged their racialized 
context. On the other hand, White participants deferred to positivist beliefs, 
though some also expressed critical beliefs. Pragmatic beliefs considered a cost/ 
benefit analysis of accessing counseling, as espoused by one student of color. 

Values clustered together as experiential, interpersonal, intrapersonal, cultur-
al, and transcendental (see Table 2). For example, all participants valued as sense 
 

Table 1. Participant summary. 

Participant 
Pseudonym 

Race/Ethnicity Gender Age 
Sexual 

Orientation 
Class 
Year 

Race/Ethnicity of Counselor 

Abbey (p) Hispanic Female 21 N/A Senior 
White (1st) 
White (2nd) 
White (3rd) 

Adam (p) White/Non-Hispanic Male 22 Straight Senior White 

Robert White/Non-Hispanic Male 20 N/A Junior White 

Nova 
African-American 

Caribbean-American 
Female 19 Straight Soph White 

Amy White/Non-Hispanic Female 21 Straight Senior 
African-American (1st) 

White (2nd) 

Scarlett Caribbean-American Female 19 Straight First Year 
Asian-American (1st) 

White (2nd) 

p indicates Pilot study participant. 
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Table 2. Iterative coding cycles. 

Categories Example Quotes 
 

Cycle 1: Values Coding  

ATTITUDES  

Encumbered 
“I was looking for another perspective… he just stayed at the 
obvious. They’re like… ‘Oh, here’s a solution. Here you go.’ 
But it’s not like that.” (Abbey) 

Unencumbered 
“I really enjoyed having somebody just hear me out. I could be 
really open about my issues that are bugging me.” (Adam) 

Motivated 
“It was a helpful thing to go to the counseling center because it 
drove me to the clinical center which drove me to getting 
diagnosed.” (Scarlett) 

Certainty 
“I think I probably could have arranged [to have a White 
counselor].” (Robert) 

BELIEFS  

Constructivist 
“I have to find some way to customize it; or they have to give 
some ideas how to customize it for it to be effective.” (Nova) 

Critical 
“As a White woman, I’ve never felt the way that I’ve talked 
would be taken in the wrong way. But I really don’t think that 
will be true for a person of color”. (Amy) 

Positivist 

“This is what’s supposed to work. You [the counselor] listen in 
the first session and then bring them [the client] the 
information the next session and have them do what they 
need.” (Adam) 

Pragmatic 

“I really believe that going to the counseling center, 
you have to have time for it in your schedule… and 
that requires a lot of planning… especially if you want that 
type of help.” (Scarlett) 

VALUES  

Experiential 
“I was really looking for that body language that she was 
listening… I mean, I was able to read the room.” (Abbey) 

Interpersonal 
“I’ve never felt threatened if I were to call somebody [for a 
crisis].” (Amy) 

Intrapersonal 
“I wouldn’t be too concerned about it, because my outlook 
would be if I don’t want to do it, I’m not going to.” (Scarlett) 

Cultural 
“They would understand my jokes, how I grew up… especially 
with the things that Caribbean parents do.” (Scarlett) 

Transcendental “Religion is really important to me.” (Abbey) 

 
of safety and familiarity in their counseling experiences. White students tended 
to have these immediately affirmed, while students of color had to determine 
this cautiously. 
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5.3. Cycle 2-Color Blind Ideologies  

In this cycle, the first author [8] used the hermeneutic circle to re-analyze the 
categories of attitudes, beliefs, and values. A priori frames of color-blindness 
ideologies [33] were highlighted in the data to the point to inductive thematic 
saturation (Table 3).  

Abstract Liberalism. The components parts of abstract liberalism [33] were 
readily available in the data, implicitly or explicitly suggested via participants’ at-
titudes, beliefs, and/or values (see Table 2). For example, all White participants 
were certain that had they wished, they could have arranged to see a White 
counselor. No participants of color enjoyed the same equal access to a counselor 
of color.  

Cultural racism. Cultural racism represented a potential threat to all partici-
pants of color in the data, yet White students were immune to assumptions of 
cultural inferiority. Still more, when counselors failed to account for the racia-
lized context in which students of color lived, minimization of racism led to 
premature termination for students of color.  

Minimization. On the other hand, minimization of racism was never a con-
cern expressed by White participants. “Minimization of racism is a frame that 
suggests discrimination is no longer a central factor affecting minorities’ life 
chances” ([33], p. 57). Minimization is a post-racial belief that suggests campus-
es are racially harmonious. 

Naturalization. Naturalization is the myth that social phenomena are natural 
and normal and have nothing to do with a racialized context. This forms the ba-
sis for the frame of color-blind ideology.  

5.4. Cycle 3-Whiteness  

The third round of coding included comparing both the raw data and organized 
thematic data against the theoretical framework of critical whiteness using pat-
tern codes related to the theoretical constructs of whiteness. Rather than waiting 
until all interviews were completed to analyze the data, the data analysis oc-
curred alongside data collection. This approach allowed for concurrent thinking 
and reflection about the existing data, the collection of new and better data in 
subsequent interviews, and the capability to assess when data saturation had  
 
Table 3. Color-blindness ideologies. 

Abstract Liberalism 
“My own experiences? I was never able to have a counselor who 
looked like me, that was the same ethnicity as me whatsoever.” 
(Nova) 

Cultural Racism “Umm… not very concerned.” (Robert) 

Minimization 
“It’s hard to actually find that one person, you’re like, “Wow, I 
actually connect. You actually helped me because you went 
through the same thing.” (Abbey) 

Naturalization “[The waiting area] was usually mostly White.” (Robert) 
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been reached. The writing, discussing, and reflecting was a cyclical process that 
ultimately brought the participants’ experiences to life; deepened the existing 
knowledge of the phenomenon of whiteness; and answered the research question 
[35]. Axial categories of Whiteness emerged as: relational, advantage, property, 
power, individualism (see Table 4). 

Whiteness as Relational. This axial category essentially means Whiteness ex-
ists only in relation to an inferior “Other.” As the primary referent group, rela-
tional Whiteness “… places itself on the positive side of all the binaries used to 
attach value and meaning to groups of people” ([21], p. 175). Clues to relational 
Whiteness were suggested by the color-blind ideologies of naturalization and 
minimization of racism. Whiteness is often transparent. It is often assumed by 
White people to be the norm or the average social standard by which all others 
are measured [36]. The most salient way in which Whiteness impacted students 
was in the relational domain. As with all domains, the way in which Whiteness 
impacted participants’ access can be thought of as existing on a broad conti-
nuum, ranging from helpful, to neutral, to harmful. 

Whiteness as relational was helpful to White participants, providing a familiar 
social exchange. The same could not be said for participants of color, given con-
cerns expressed by them about how they might be perceived. 

Whiteness as Advantage. In terms of Whiteness as advantage, a well-known 
aspect of this dimension includes White privilege, which “… refers to the myriad 
of social advantages, benefits, and courtesies that come with being a member of 
the dominant race” ([24], p. 89). In the current study, its constitutive elements 
included such benefits as the absence of obstacles, comfort, and psychological 
benefits from counseling experiences. It was closely related to and informed by 
the frame of abstract liberalism.  

Similarly, Whiteness as advantage included a priori trust of counselors for 
White participants but not for participants of color. Whiteness as advantage was 
clearly evident in the data. However, there was scant evidence of students of col-
or experiencing this form of Whiteness. While not equally distributed, this  
 
Table 4. Whiteness. 

Relational 
“There’s always a stereotype that Black people do not show up on time. 
So, in the midst of code switching, I’m always trying to get there early 
or exactly on time.” (Nova) 

Advantage 
“I’ve really got no good reason to not trust a counselor… I’m really 
basing a lot of [trust] just on their credentials… you got to have some 
trust in people, especially professionals.” (Adam) 

Property 
“I went and there might have been one other person of color… the 
times I did go, it was mostly White people.” (Amy) 

Power 
“[Unlike other counselors] I’ve never had to ask myself, ‘What does 
she mean by that?’” (Nova) 

Individualism 
“A lot of what I was seeing her for was how to talk about my needs… 
how to let them know what I want out of our relationship.” (Adam) 
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domain of Whiteness clearly benefited the White students. Advantages included 
the absence of real or perceived obstacles to getting care, receiving comfort upon 
arrival, and feeling valued as individuals during their sessions. 

Whiteness as Property. This category pertains to aspects of tangible and in-
tangible property. In the current study, it became evident systems and spac-
es—two dimensions of property—were imbued with Whiteness. As a system, 
counseling centers in the current study were staffed primarily by White people. 
Another counseling system, emergency psychological care, was believed to be 
available without racialized fears for White participants. However, extra work or 
concerns beleaguered participants of color in order to have the same chance at 
receiving the same benefits of counseling as White participants. White partici-
pants did not have to engage in the additional effort. Here again, the false ideol-
ogies associated with abstract liberalism and minimization of race came into re-
lief and perpetuated Whiteness as property. 

The waiting room was perhaps the most obvious example of Whiteness as 
property. In every instance in which a participant was asked about the waiting 
area, White students were always present to some degree, conveying an invisible 
aspect of ownership.  

Whiteness as Power. Whiteness as power was evident in the ways in which 
counselor recommendations were received by participants. For White students, 
recommendations were viewed as helpful at best, or benign at worst. For stu-
dents of color, however, there was a level of necessary defensiveness before rec-
ommendations were received.  

Whiteness as power is the engine that drives Whiteness. It rests upon abstract 
liberalism – the “false assumption that all racial groups have the same power in 
the American polity” ([33] p. 63) found in the second coding cycle. In the cur-
rent study, Whiteness as power emerged in several forms. The power to assert a 
position with a diagnosis or a prescribed counseling protocol comes with the 
professional positioning of the counselor. Values, norms, and knowledge cen-
tered around a Western, European worldview [36] were illuminated in the inter-
views; and evidence of who gains (and who does not) from counseling was often 
determined by power and position.  

In this coding cycle, Whiteness as power took the form of assertion of coun-
seling center policies and practices. Some examples included the amount of time 
offered for counseling sessions, a counselor being required to ask one of the stu-
dents of color suicide assessment protocol questions each visit; and policies on 
session limits and off-campus referrals. It became clear a “one-size fits all ap-
proach” impacted students’ access differently. 

Whiteness as Individualism. The confluence of racial decontextualization and 
the fallacies of abstract liberalism formed the bases for Whiteness as individual-
ism. Participants who were not seen in context—particularly the students of col-
or—experienced disappointment, early termination, and distrust of counselors. 
Comparatively, counseling experiences which assumed individuals could make 
choices freely fared better. 
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In summary, each coding cycle shaped, suggested, and refined the next in an 
iterative, looping fashion in the hermeneutic tradition of inductive analysis. In 
the initial coding, participants’ value, attitudes and beliefs emerged and were 
organized into subcodes. A priori categories of color-blind racism previously 
identified in the literature [33] were useful frames by which to further distill at-
titudes, values, and beliefs. The first author [8] reviewed all the data hitherto, 
and immersed in the data, wrote a series of 12 analytic memos throughout the 
process. With these in mind, what emerged clustered around five seminal axes of 
Whiteness: relational, advantage, property, power, and individualism. 

6. Discussion 
6.1. Key Findings 

The current study sought to fill a gap in the literature related to access disparities 
in college counseling centers using a CWS lens. The findings from the current 
study extend our understanding of existing literature. 

6.1.1. Barriers/Facilitators to Counseling 
First, there are barriers and facilitators to counseling. Inferences from the cur-
rent study demonstrated the ease by which counseling was a viable option for 
White students but viewed as an option of last resort for students of color.  

Whiteness as relational in its positive forms facilitated successful courses of 
counseling for White participants, yet in its negative forms hampered counseling 
for students of color.  

Findings from the current study identified spaces and systems (i.e., Whiteness 
as property) intersecting with relational Whiteness. As such, access barriers were 
both present and absent depending on the race/ethnicity of the participants.  

Early counseling termination occurred in the present study when White 
counselors perpetuated cultural mistrust with students of color. On the other 
hand, White participants in the current study endorsed attitudes of a priori trust 
toward the counseling profession. They also found their values of safety and 
comfort reinforced in their counseling experience, possibly facilitating lower rates 
of premature termination.  

6.1.2. Multicultural Competence  
Second, issues of multicultural competence were evident. Of the White partici-
pants in the present study, all persisted in their attendance to counseling—and 
consistent with the results of other research [19]—the counselor likely played a 
large role in this. White students found their counselor’s emphasis on autonomy 
to be compatible with their goals; and continued attending counseling through 
goal completion. All White students said they would likely return to counseling 
in the future. 

Multicultural competence of counselors was determined to be a factor in re-
ducing the overall psychological distress for both White and racial/ethnic mi-
nority students [37]. In the present study, participants of color provided clues 
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regarding levels of multicultural competency of their White counselors. By 
avoiding Whiteness as individualism and recognizing racialized contexts, stu-
dents of color remained in counseling with White counselors.  

6.1.3. Whiteness  
College counseling centers are largely directed and staffed with White clinicians 
[5], suggestive of Whiteness as a form of intangible property and Whiteness as 
advantage. If counselors of color are disproportionately fewer than White coun-
selors, students of color de facto have less access. 

In conclusion, while disparity in terms of clinical outcomes has been identi-
fied in the literature [3] [8], this study sought to examine the beginning of the 
counseling process, namely, the impact of Whiteness on access to college coun-
seling centers. As no study has been done to date on access, this study filled a 
previous gap in the literature by identifying the various barriers and facilitators 
which enhanced or impeded students access to this important campus resource. 

6.2. Delimitations and Limitations 

As a study delimitation, prospective participants must have attended at least one 
session regardless of the number of subsequent sessions. Entering and attending 
at least one session includes both in-person and/or remote, live digital platforms. 
While a student who wanted to (but never did) seek counseling might provide 
some insight into the research question, the research question is best answered 
by the actual lived experience with Whiteness rather than a non-attendee’s con-
jecture, speculation, or opinion. 

As a limitation, the findings of the qualitative study are based on the perspec-
tives of a small number of participants. As a result, the findings have suggestive 
value but are not empirically generalizable beyond the participants. However, 
because Whiteness is everywhere – any individual campus can examine how this 
oppressive power impacts access to student services such as mental health coun-
seling.  

6.3. Implications for College Counseling Centers and Counselors  

While there are many different models of care in college counseling ser-vices [2], 
a “one-size fits all” approach may reify abstract liberalism’s tenets, namely, that 
all students have an equal opportunity to access counseling. Evidence to the 
contrary was found in the current study’s findings. Alternatively, stepped-care 
models [38] may increase access by re-distributing resources away from practic-
es that unfairly award advantage to White students. These models offer an array 
of helping options, online information, self-help options, as-needed appoint-
ments, drop-in times, on-going weekly appointments, wellness coaching, sup-
port groups, peer led groups, mindfulness-based classes, and workshops, etc. 
These models deconstruct Whiteness as intangible property and emphasize “… 
empowerment, autonomy and shared responsibility” ([38], p. 437).  

Prior to the onset of the pandemic, counseling services were delivered to the 
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participants in the present study at a centralized counseling center. These spaces 
were familiar and comfortable spaces for White participants but not universally 
so for students of color. Post-pandemic, counseling centers may do well to pre-
serve remote options. In addition, providing mental health services in alternative 
campus locations may also expand access for students. For example, JED Foun-
dation [39] recommends reducing barriers to help-seeking behavior by offering 
services in residence halls, the student union, student recreation spaces, or aca-
demic buildings. 

6.4. Recommendations for Future Research 

Continued scholarly research should continue to focus on access barriers facing 
students of color. However, the present study calls researchers to consider the 
dialectical opposites of disparate access to college counseling services using a 
CWS lens.  

All too often, studies continue to use White students as the primary referent 
group by which students of color often fall short in terms of access to counseling 
services. Research approaches such as this may obscure the pretenses of abstract 
liberalism; engage in minimization of racism; or subtly imply cultural racism 
and naturalization. Instead, future research should re-calibrate to include stu-
dents of color as a referent group. 

In the wake of the COVID pandemic, burgeoning research [40] is critical to 
expand access to counseling via remote options. Tele-mental health is likely here 
to stay and counseling centers need to re-orient themselves to deliver services in 
this way. Research along the same line needs to focus on ways to reduce the dig-
ital divide as noted by various authors [41] [42] [43] [44] to support and sustain 
the emergence of new digital modes of access to college counseling resources.  
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