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How can advisors offer students sustainable 
and exceptional advising services to enhance 
the success of the professional advising 
model?



1 / Implement a professional 
advising model

3 / Manage advising workload and 
strategically develop advisors’ roles

2 / Establish the value of 
professional advisors

4 / Provide sustainable and 
exceptional advising services

Recently, emphasis has been 
placed on implementing 
professional advising models 
and establishing the value of 
professional academic 
advisors. 

Now, advisors and 
administrators must consider 
what happens when students 
and faculty embrace the 
professional advising model 
and the resulting demand for 
advising services creates 
workload problems.

 

Sustaining a professional 
advising model

A shift in focus
Move from implementing advising centers to sustaining these 
centers
● Provide exceptional services
● Manage advisor workload
● Promote employee well-being and retention

Who are we?

● Virginia Tech: ~30,000 undergraduate students
● College of Natural Resources and Environment (CNRE): 

○ ~1000 undergraduate students
○ Smallest of VT’s 8 colleges that enroll undergraduate students
○ Ranked #1 in the nation for studying natural resources from 

2016 to 2020 (College Factual)



The CNRE Advising Center (TAC)

Current advising center structure includes 1 associate dean, 1 director, 4 
advisors, 2 support staff, 1 recruiter. 

1992 2014 2017 2018

CNRE is founded 
and assigns all 
undergraduate 
students faculty 

advisors

CNRE establishes 
the Advising 

Center; transition 
to a hybrid faculty 
and professional 
advising model. 

CNRE expands 
the Advising 

Center; transition 
to a full 

professional 
advising model

Professional 
advising model 

continues; faculty 
mentoring 
program 

implemented 

What do we do?
The CNRE Advising Center provides advising, recruitment, 

and support services to serve prospective and current 
students, faculty and staff, and others in the community. We 

aspire to create a welcoming, accessible, and inclusive 
environment for all who interact with the Center. Through 

assisting and advocating for students, we empower them to take 
ownership of their decisions as they navigate the college 
experience. We are dedicated to holistic student success.

Guided by a proactive, highly supportive advising philosophy, 
our advisors:

● Provide guidance on course selection, requirements and 
opportunities to assigned students from orientation through 
graduation 

● Refer students to campus resources
● Assist with academic requests and forms
● Interpret and explain college and university policies and 

procedures 
● Participate in academic and college events
● Support class scheduling, enrollment, and systems related 

to class registration

This session will:
● Discuss workload challenges for professional advising models

● Describe issues that arise from increased advising workloads

● Share strategies for tracking and managing challenging 
advising workloads



What happens when it works?
Workload challenges for professional 
advising models

As professional advising models are 
embraced by faculty and students, 
professional advisors experience: 
● role development
● increased demand for advising 

services
● workload difficulties

You’re good at this. 
Maybe you should also…

Workload challenges develop 
because, when professional 
advisors are effective, they are 
asked to:

● complete additional tasks
● contribute to more 

resources
● participate in committees, 

events, and programs
● provide additional services
● answer more questions
● see more students

Workload Challenges & Role Development

In an effort to establish 
value in the professional 

advisor’s role, we may 
accept tasks that we 

should decline.

Strategically accept 
responsibilities to 

develop advising roles in 
ways that are personally 

and professionally 
meaningful.

Shift in emphasis from 
establishing professional 

advisors to ensuring 
those advisors remain 
effective in their roles. 



What new tasks and responsibilities should 
should advisors take on? 

● Consider your purpose: Which tasks 
support the goals of the position and the 
mission of your advising center?

● Consider the person: Which tasks are 
best for the specific individual in the 
advising role?

● Consider the opportunity costs: What 
services will you be unable to provide in 
order to complete this task? 

Workload Challenges & Role Development  
Role Development  

Scattered Role Development Strategic Role Development

● Unplanned role development to 
address immediate needs, which 
may not be directly related to 
the advisor’s position.

● Intentional role development to 
enhance the advisor’s work 
experience, the position, and 
the services provided. 

● Short-sighted; accepting new 
roles and tasks without 
considering long-term 
implications.

● Directly related to the advisor’s 
purpose and the goals of the 
position.

Pause: Write down some ideas! 
Reflect on times when your role 
development has/hasn’t been strategic 
and outcomes

Role Development
 

Examples of ways our roles have developed beyond the advising services 
described when our positions were created: 

● Additional advising services (e.g. graduation clearances, experiential 
learning requirements) 

● Additional intrusive advising outreach
● Implementing academic programs
● Course scheduling and timetable tasks
● Curriculum and governance support 
● Prospective external/internal student recruitment, resources, and advising
● Clerical tasks (e.g. file management and form processing)
● University, college, and departmental committees
● Scholarship application reviews
● Career and internship resources

 



Increased demand for advising services 
has been significant contributor to 
workload stress

● Increased contact with students, 
faculty, and others (appointments, 
walk-ins, email exchanges, and 
phone calls)

● Increased presence of advisors
○ Majors fair and panels
○ Welcome back events
○ Graduation events
○ Scholarship and award events

● Increased caseload

I have a quick question…

Appointment Numbers and Comparison** 

Term FREC FWC

Fall 2017 288 (9th/96) 392 (3rd/96)

Fall 2018 620 (3rd/140) 455 (13th/140)

Percent Increase in Caseload

FREC Fall 2017 to Fall 2019 +20%

FWC Fall 2017 to Fall 2020 +27%

*FREC and FWC advisors used special leave during fall 2019
**Ranking compared to advisors at VT using Navigate

CNRE Advising Center Appointments 
& Caseload Contact

Year Number of 
Appointments

Percent of 
Caseload 
Contact

2016 - 2017 1061 44%

2017 - 2018 3132 (+195%) 72%

2018 - 2019* 3879 (+23%) 89%

Workload Stress
Are you experiencing workload stress? 
Here are a few signs:  

● Your “busy times” seem to be all the time.
● You’re adjusting services to only offer the highest priority services.
● You’re working overtime. 
● You’re shortening appointment times to fit everyone in.
● You forgo professional development opportunities due to time constraints.
● You’re more easily frustrated at work.
● You’re making mistakes at work.

 
In their book on professional resilience, Skovholt and Trotter-Mathison (2016) say 
that individuals experiencing burnout in helping professions are torn between caring 
for themselves and serving others, so they feel “exhausted when saying yes, guilty 

when saying no” (p. 4). 

Pause: 
Do you relate to 
any of these? 

As workload demands increase, 
advisors will have difficulty 
maintaining and improving the 
quality of advising services and will 
be more vulnerable to professional 
burnout.

What happens when there’s too 
much work?
Issues resulting from workload challenges



Diminishing advising relationships
○ Less able to individualize advising services 

and develop relationships with students

Restricting appointment services
○ Longer delays between requests for 

meetings and appointments
○ Shortening appointment length
○ Restricting the number of appointments 

during peak times

Limiting support for high-need students 
○ Fewer proactive advising outreach initiatives 

(e.g. meeting with students with several low 
midterm grades, but not all students with 
low midterm grades)

○ Fewer advising appointment campaigns

How about next week?

Overworked advisors may have to limit the quality of their advising services to meet 
the quantity of services demanded

Advisor Burnout 
 Advisors experiencing workload challenges and professional burnout are: 

● Less available to participate in professional development
● Less able to work creatively and efficiently  
● Less able to contribute toward the advising vision and goals of the unit 

(e.g. proactive outreach and rapid response)
● Less willing to engage in teamwork (Harr, 2013, p. 74)
● More likely to work increased hours during peak advising times
● More likely to experience professional frustration, pressure, and 

exhaustion
● More likely to feel cynical about their work (Harr, 2013, p. 74)
● More like to experience decreased professional self-efficacy and a 

diminished capacity for empathy (Harr, 2013, p. 73-74). 

 

Keywords for describing burnout: “fatigue, frustration, disengagement, stress, 
depletion, helplessness, hopelessness, emotional drain, emotional exhaustion, and 
cynicism” (Skovholt & Trotter-Mathison, 2016, p. 103).

Pause: 
Is possible that you’re 
experiencing burnout? 

Advisor Burnout 

 Burnout in advisors is especially problematic because:
● Cynicism, impatience, and irritability are incompatible with the services that 

academic advisors provide, which require a capacity for positive regard and 
optimism. 

● It undermines important benefits of an advising center, including allowing 
advisors to gather support from a community of colleagues. Each individual 
within a team must be cared for in order to gain the benefits of assembling an 
advising team. 

 “When staff members are experiencing burnout or 
compassion fatigue, there will inevitably be a detrimental 
impact on the quality and effectiveness of the services 
provided” (Harr, 2013, p. 76). 



Advisor Burnout  

Advising administrators should anticipate and address workload challenges to:

● Promote employee well-being and self-efficacy
● Retain employees and prevent turnover
● Maintain the effectiveness and purpose of their advisors 

 
 

Professional burnout is often traced to workload tension 
involving too many duties, a lack of recognition and input, and a 
diminished sense of professional purpose (Harr, 2013, p. 74).  

Let’s make it work!
Strategies for Managing Workload

Advisors must be able to manage 
workload in order to provide 
proactive advising services that are 
caring, empowering, and inclusive 
(NACADA 2017).

Addressing Workload

Assessing Workload 
Challenges

Resolving 
Professional Burnout

Managing workload 
short-term

Managing workload 
long-term



The first step toward resolving workload 
challenges is understanding them.  

● Tracking to better understand the demands 
on advisor time: How can you record where 
your time is being spent?

● Documenting to make a case for additional 
support or role adjustments: How can you 
demonstrate your increases in workload?

● Evaluating: Does your workload 
documentation align with your goals and 
purpose?  

Assessing Workload Challenges  

● Appointments 

● Meetings & Events

● Student Numbers

● Resources

● Outreach

Items in Workload to Track 

Pause: Write down some ideas! 
Brainstorm what data points you 
might want to document for each item

● Appointments 
○ Number of appointments
○ Numbers by appointment reason or service
○ Weeks and time of day with highest appointment demand
○ Number of no shows

● Meetings & Events
○ Number/type of meetings
○ Number of professional development sessions
○ Number of events attended

● Student Numbers
○ Caseload and percent increase
○ Number of non-assigned students seen

● Resources
○ Resources created/updated

● Outreach
○ Calendar of outreach and messaging

Ideas for Tracking Workload  

● Emails and phone calls
● Overtime

Challenges Tracking Workload  



Advising Workload Strategy 1: Reduce appointment numbers 

Strategy Example Challenges

Limiting and/or 
prioritizing 
advising 
services

Meeting with students 
who have high, but not 
moderate, academic 
difficulty (such as low 
overall GPA vs. term 
GPA)

This is a less supportive approach.

This is not consistent with our center’s proactive 
philosophy.

It was problematic for our center that some staff did not 
need to prioritize while others did, making advising 
services inconsistent across departments.

Group advising 
to hold fewer 
individual 
meetings and 
share 
information to a 
large group

Hosting group advising 
sessions for course 
registration

Advising relationships are strengthened by individual 
meetings and students preferred individual advising 
meetings.

Model only worked for first years students. 

Advising Workload Strategy 2: Leverage Your Team 

Strategy Example Challenges

Redistribute 
projects

Assign special tasks to staff 
with fewer students

It is problematic that advisors with workload challenges do not 
get these opportunities. 

Reassign 
responsibilities

Allocate some tasks, like form 
processing and career 
mentoring, that are not central 
to the advisor’s role to other 
staff/faculty

Requires availability of other faculty and staff to complete 
tasks.

Re-evaluate 
advising presence 
at events to reduce 
overtime

Do not require advisors to 
attend welcome back events. 
Ask faculty to attend.

This reduces the involvement and visibility of advisors.

Ambiguity distinguishing between required and encouraged 
events.

Reallocate 
communication so 
that advisors send 
fewer emails

Send routine emails (such as 
last day to drop) from central 
advising office 

Students are more likely to view communication directly from 
their advisors.

Add staff Add a prospective student 
advisor

Requires funding.

Advising Workload Strategy 3: Strive for Efficiency 

Strategy Example Benefits Challenges

Efficient note 
taking and 
documentation

Create a note and follow 
up email template for 
appointments

Advisor can use notes 
for both documentation 
and follow-up

Only applies to routine appointment structures, such as 
registration and orientation advising.  

Draft and 
schedule emails

Write and schedule send a 
last day to drop reminder

Advisor can leverage 
quiet times for email

Requires accurate email lists and messaging in 
advance.

Use technology 
for appointment 
scheduling

Invest in a system like 
Navigate or Starfish for 
appointment scheduling

Students can 
independently schedule 
appointments

Requires resources. 

Create resources Student Canvas site with 
academic planning guides

Students can 
independently access 
information

Requires investment of time to create and maintain the 
resource.

Too many resources leads to underutilization. 

Implement a 
flipped advising 
approach

Ask students to complete 
an appointment 
preparation worksheet 
prior to meeting

Students are better 
prepared for advising 
and appointments can 
be more efficient

May create additional barriers for students who are less 
inclined to seek advising. 

May require advisors to penalize students who do not 
comply. 

Manage meeting 
minutes

Keep staff meetings on 
track and schedule 
sufficient meeting time

Helps staff prepare for 
meetings and manage 
time

This is often difficult to anticipate. 



Pause: Apply it to your work! 
Note which strategies might work for you?
Which would you implement in the short-term?
Which would you implement in the long-term?
Which strategies require administrator support? 

Administrator strategies for addressing advising staff burnout  

Support professional development
Why? 

○ Empowers employees by improving their sense of professional pride and self-efficacy
○ Expands employees’ professional network
○ Demonstrates your investment in employees

How?
○ Share professional development opportunities on a variety of subjects offered at a range of 

times/places
○ Include professional development in employee goals and make a plan for managing workload to 

allow for continuing education

Support work/life balance
Why?

○ Helps to protect employees from professional fatigue and burnout
○ Improves employee productivity while one the job

How?
○ Ask employees about their self-care plans and goals when doing annual reviews
○ Encourage employees to use a minimum amount of leave 
○ Allow employees to flex hours when overtime is necessary

Administrator strategies for addressing burnout (cont.)  

Create and leverage opportunities for recognition 
Why?

○ Convey to staff they they are appreciated and their achievements are recognized
How?

○ Nominate staff for awards and promote the work of staff with others 
○ Recognize and affirm the ways in which individual team members contribute toward 

office goals (Harr, 2013, p. 76). If the office has a goal to have a certain number of 
appointments, an advisor who is significantly contributing toward that should be 
acknowledged by administrators. 

Hold regular meetings between staff and supervisors
Why?

○ To be aware of staff challenges and address issues/offer consultation as issues arise.
○ To establish rapport and be available for staff to share workload challenge concerns. 

How?
○ Hold reviews quarterly
○ Arrange regular all staff meetings and small group meetings

Supervisors should find opportunities to discuss staff stress, 
provide consultation, and allow for staff to engage in 
professional development and continuing education (Harr, 2013, 
p.  76). 



Conclusion
To support the future of the professional advising model, 
advisors and administrators must anticipate and address 
workload challenges that arise when professional advising 
models are successfully implemented.

Workload challenges and high demand for professional 
advising services may undermine the quality of services 
and put advisors at risk for burnout.

Short-term strategies may mitigate workload challenges, 
but long-term solutions are essential for the sustained 
success of the professional advising model.  
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