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				Stability amidst student protests? Evaluating the strength of racially diverse social systems through Bronfenbrenner’s theoretical lens

				ABSTRACT

				The complexity of race-related student protests is a challenge facing universities worldwide. Race-related protests disrupted a university campus in central South Africa in February 2016. These protests allowed the institution to evaluate how interpersonal relations amongst diverse students in residences activated its prior support function in the face of a campus crisis. Although a considerable number of researchers have utilised Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory to analyse the influence of peer interaction on student success, various shortcomings have made it difficult to derive a good understanding of the destabilising effect of a campus crisis on the developmental ecology of university campuses – something this study aimed to address. Purposive sampling was used to select participants for 14 focus group discussions immediately after the 2016 protest period. A thematic content analysis identified three overarching themes: enclosure versus exposure, communication and crisis, and discomfort and support. The study findings concluded that the interpersonal relations amongst diverse students can continue to enhance the developmental ecology of campuses challenged by the destabilising effect of race-related protests if specific principles are upheld during the unrest.

				Keywords: student protests; campus environment; campus ecology; social systems; higher education diversity; student development

				Background

				University campuses worldwide have experienced waves of student protests over the years. More than 35 years ago, a student-led movement escalated into the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests, during which students, workers, and intellectuals expressed their collective desire for political reform and greater freedoms in China, resulting in a tragic confrontation with the government (Brown, 2021). In 1998, demonstrations at a few universities in Indonesia escalated 
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				from protests about local concerns to demands for a regime change, resulting in President Suharto’s ouster (Altbach, 1998). In 2010, the United Kingdom witnessed widespread student protests against austerity measures in higher education, a student movement that illustrates the power of social media to mobilise student activism (Solomon & Palmieri, 2011). More recently, a wave of student protests swept across the United States, Europe, and university campuses in other parts of the world about the Israel-Hamas war (Tollefson, 2024). What is important to note is that the destabilising effect of student protests is something that is familiar to many university campuses across the world.

				South African universities experienced a national student protest movement during 2015 and 2016. On 9 March 2015, Chumani Maxwele publicly demonstrated the dissatisfaction of his generation with the transformation of the South African (SAn) higher education system at the University of Cape Town. What has come to be known as the #RhodesMustFall and subsequent #FeesMustFall movements had a profound impact on university campuses and the SAn higher education system (Luescher, et al., 2022; Habib, 2019; Jansen, 2017; Booysen, 2016). More recently, student protests at Walter Sisulu University ended in a violent altercation with police on 19 March 2021, resulting in an institution-wide shutdown (Dayimani, 2021). Thus, disruptive student protests have impacted SAn universities in various ways over many years.

				Various scholars have examined the aspects and impact of student protests on SAn universities. Walsh (2022), for example, examines student activism in light of the #FeesMustFall-movement focusing on decolonial student activism through Mbembe’s analytical framework and highlights the performative aspects of student activism as well as the intersection of race and class in access to post-secondary education. Van Reenen (2019), focusing on marginalised student voices amidst protests, makes a case for communicative reform within the academic community. Nyamnjoh and Luescher (2022) argue that student protest movements during 2015/2016 centre on the demand for free decolonised education and should be perceived as a ‘decolonial turn’, the result of students’ struggles for academic freedom in SAn higher education. Mangcu and Heffernan (2024) position student protests at South African universities in a much larger historical context, focusing on how ideological conflicts influenced student protests over decades and tracing the evolution of student movements from the 1960s to the #FeesMustFall movement. The authors argue that the 2015/2016 #FeesMustFall movement emerged due to a broader set of issues underpinned by transformational challenges within the SAn higher education landscape.

				Although the dismantling of imperialism and Apartheid in South Africa started more than three decades ago, South African (SAn) universities continue to face many transformational challenges (David & Amey, 2020). Among various transformational challenges, race relations remain an important area to be addressed. For example, in 2022, a notorious racial incident at Stellenbosch University led to a commission of inquiry into allegations of racism at this institution. The Khampepe report revealed several systemic barriers concerning the university’s transformation (Khampepe, 2022). At the University of Cape Town, allegations about the racialisation of this institution led to an independent investigation in 2023 and a subsequent report by Judge Lex Mpati (Mpati, et al., 2023). Thus, fostering strong interpersonal relations and social cohesion within racially diverse university communities remains important in transforming South African higher education. 
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				It is within this context that protesting students and staff disrupted1 an inter-university rugby match at the Shimla Park stadium at the University of the Free State’s (UFS) Bloemfontein campus – in central South Africa – on Monday, 22 February 2016. This disruption caused white2 spectators ran onto the field, which led to a physical confrontation between black protesters and white spectators. What has come to be known as the Shimla Park incident resulted in further racial confrontations, protests and a week-long shutdown of the campus. Van der Westhuizen (2016) elaborates on the racial tensions, prior incidents and socio-political context associated with this protest. What is significant about the Shimla Park incident is that it took place almost exactly eight years after the notorious and racist Reitz video became public at the UFS.

				The Reitz video depicted five black staff members, four cleaners and one gardener participating in a banned initiation practice facilitated by four white students from the Reitz residence. The dehumanising content of this event shook the university community to the core and resulted in intense self-reflection and a process of institutional transformation. Although this incident happened amongst a specific group of students belonging to a particular residence community, the Reitz incident, by its very nature, suggested that other residences might function similarly. An initial evaluation of these events indicated strong similarities with prior reports on student life within residences. Thus, residence communities became specific intervention sites in the transformation process following the Reitz event.

				The interventions within residence communities specifically focused on fostering strong interpersonal relationships among students from different racial backgrounds. They were primarily based on the desegregation of residences and the subsequent integration of diverse students in socially cohesive residence communities. Although the desegregation of residences could largely be achieved through changes in the policy on the placement and renewal of students’ placement in residences, fostering social cohesion within these residences required specific programmatic interventions.

				The UFS first constructed different layers of socially cohesive groups to build strong interpersonal relationships within diverse residence communities. Primarily based on Bronfenbrenner’s (1979; 1993; 1995; 2005) Ecological Systems Theory on human development, these social systems are nested within one another like Russian dolls, ranging from the innermost level to the outermost in the following way: corridor and peer mentor groups in residences; individual student communities within respective residences; the clustering of four to six residence communities into student life colleges; and the broader university community (Wahl, 2016).

				Secondly, an annual cycle of dialogues was introduced in each residence to deconstruct concepts opposing social cohesion (e.g. stereotypes, power hierarchies) on the one hand and, on the other hand, to reconstruct residence cultures based on shared values. Each residence community had to establish a set of shared values and then reflect on how they would align their residence’s symbols, internal systems, traditions and behavioural patterns with these values. Additionally, each residence community had to elect a strategic team responsible for the practical implementation of changes in this regard (Wahl, 2016). 

				
					
						1	Although this article focuses on student protests’ potential disruptive and destabilising effects, it does not aim to delegitimise them. Student protests, as a particular form of student activism, are constitutionally protected actions that could serve as important indicators of systemic injustices.

					
					
						2	Racial categorisation is generally used in South Africa using the following terms: white, black, Indian/Asian, and Coloured. The term Coloured refers to a mixed-race group in South Africa.
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				Thirdly, a peer mentor programme was introduced for all first-year students in residences to assist them with their transition to higher education (Wahl, 2016). Senior undergraduate students were and are still being trained as peer mentors, facilitating ten group discussions with six to twelve first-year students annually (Wahl & Falik, 2024). These mentor groups form strong, socially cohesive pockets nested within the social fabric of student residences.

				Lastly, to build socially cohesive communities, priority was given to the professional development of residence heads (i.e., residence directors) and the training of student leaders within the residence communities. The professional competence of residence staff and student leaders was crucial to transforming residence communities. What was at stake was that the university invested substantial resources into the strategic goal of transforming residences. At the same time, the staff and student leaders at the coalface of transformation lacked the knowledge and skills to implement strategic objectives (Wahl, 2016) effectively.

				The assumption that informs this study is that while student protests have been part of campus life in various contexts over time, long-term interventions and ongoing programmes can potentially counter the destabilising resulting from such protests. In the case that is discussed, the Shimla Park3 incident provided the UFS with an opportunity to evaluate the effectiveness of such interventions. It is believed that the insights gained from this evaluation can assist in creating a more profound understanding beyond the case study of how campus environments can become more conducive to student learning, development and success in the light of the destabilising effect of student protests.

				Theoretical perspectives on campus ecology

				Student development theory in higher education studies has provided insight into the impact of campus ecology and environment on student development (Museus, 2017; Renn & Patton, 2011; Evans, et al., 2010) and how campus ecology and environments exert a direct influence on the student experience and student outcomes (Kuh, et al., 2005; Museus, 2017). Ecological and environmental approaches to student development are not primarily concerned with students’ learning and developmental outcomes but rather with how and why these outcomes are achieved (Evans et al., 2010: 159, 173-174). It, therefore, focuses on the process, not the content, of student development and how campus environments can be shaped to enhance this developmental process (Evans et al., 2010: 159, 173-174). This focus on the process and (re)shaping of contexts is important that this study seeks to gain a deeper understanding of how the developmental ecology of higher education students can be enhanced through interpersonal relationships in a residence and how these social systems actualise its prior supportive role during a period of student protest.

				The critical role of campus environments in shaping student outcomes was acknowledged as far back as four decades. From their ecological perspective, Banning and Kaiser (1974) underlined the responsibility of institutions to adapt, design and cultivate campus environments to meet students’ developmental needs. This responsibility to shape campus environments is a strong theoretical anchor for this study because it explains why the UFS felt compelled 

				
					
						3	Shimla Park is a rugby stadium on the UFS Bloemfontein campus. On 22 February 2016, a group of protesting students and staff disrupted an inter-university rugby match. This disruption resulted in conflict between some of the spectators, who ran onto the field, and the protestors. This incident on the rugby field caused a week-long protest movement on campus. What has come to be known as the Shimla Park protest movement was underpinned by strong racial tensions and challenged the interpersonal relations between different racial groups in the university community.
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				to shape and reshape its campus environment in ways that would support students in their diversity. To put it differently, the UFS realised that shaping campus environments should be perpetual and inclusive, as highlighted by Museus and Quaye (2009).

				Strange and Banning (2001; 2015) refined Moos’ (1979) framework of key elements crucial in constructing campus environments conducive to student learning, development and success by establishing four aspects underpinning beneficial campus environments: the physical, organisational, human aggregate, and constructed environments. Although Moos (1979) and Strange and Banning (2001; 2015) determined what elements are key to campus environments, the question remains concerning how human interactions, often beyond students’ immediate setting, influence the student experience and outcomes.

				In his ecological systems theory, Bronfenbrenner (1979; 1993; 1995; 2005) argues how the development of an individual is collectively impacted by the following four ecological dimensions: person, process, context and time. The person dimension refers to how an individual’s unique characteristics, background, and experiences impact his/her development; the process dimension encompasses the interactions that a person has with the environment, which comprise four nested systems that ultimately form the developmental context within which development occurs. These four nested systems, ranging from the innermost to the outermost level, are microsystems (i.e. immediate settings forming the context for proximal processes that have a direct impact on development); mesosystems (i.e. a system of multiple microsystems interacting with one another to have a collective but direct impact on development); exosystems (i.e. environments of which an individual is not part, but that have an indirect influence on his/her development); and macrosystems (i.e. cultural blueprints, ideologies and value systems that emerge as societal patterns stemming from the overarching interactions among the different systemic layers). Lastly, Bronfenbrenner (1979; 1993; 1995; 2005) argued that the developmental impact of ecology takes place over a continuous and extended period. The dimension of time became an essential element in Bronfenbrenner’s (1995; 2005) ecological systems theory, which he eventually used to create the term chronosystem. The chronosystem indicates that the development of an individual is embedded in and shaped by a lifetime of experiences and conditions which are influenced by unique opportunities and expectations associated with a particular historical period (Bronfenbrenner, 1995; 2005).

				It is crucial to recognise that the ecological model provided both the theory and the method for this study. On the one hand, Bronfenbrenner’s (1979; 1993; 1995; 2005) ecological systems theory afforded the ideal theoretical framework for this study. On the other hand, it also offered the method to create the particular sites and contexts – in student residence communities – that guided the study. This integration of theory, method, and literature constitutes an essential component of this paper.

				Scholars reflected on the relevancy of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model to peer culture in a higher education context. For instance, Renn (2003), as well as Renn and Arnold (2003), used Bronfenbrenner’s (1979; 1993; 1995) ecological systems theory to create a deeper understanding of how peer culture and interpersonal relationships in higher education students may impact their development. More recently, using the ecological model, Peregrina-Kretz, Seifert, Arnold, and Burrow (2018) analysed the influence of peer interaction on student success. Although these studies help create a deeper understanding of the social aspects underlying the developmental ecology of higher education students, it is difficult to derive any concrete 
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				generalities about the developmental ecology of students during a period of campus unrest. Furthermore, there is a hiatus in the current literature about applying ecological approaches to student development in a higher education context in developing countries. These contextual limitations make it difficult to summarise the extent to which Bronfenbrenner’s (1979; 1993; 1995; 2005) ecological systems theory can explain why social support structures actualised, or not, their prior supportive role in the face of a campus crisis. What is at stake is that while campus crises continue to impact the developmental ecology of higher education students globally, and particularly in the developing world, higher education practitioners, managers and academics lack a clear understanding of how and why the interactions that students have during these times of crisis impact their learning, development and success.

				By evaluating the supportive role of social systems within student residences at the UFS during student protests, the present study aims to fill this gap in the current body of literature. We aim to determine how the social systems in student residences can enhance the developmental ecology of higher education students, especially during a campus crisis. We believe that the findings of this study will create a more profound understanding previously unavailable in the literature about ecological approaches to student development.

				Research design

				We used a qualitative research design with an interpretive perspective. Institutional approval from the Senior Director: Research Development and the Executive Director: Student Affairs at the UFS was obtained to publish the results of this research study. These institutional approvals were necessary because the researchers made use of secondary data that was gathered as part of an institutional process. Directly after the Shimla-park protest movement, the UFS prioritised collecting rich data about how the structures of interpersonal relationships in residences actualised their prior support function during a crisis. Data was collected from 14 focus-group discussions. Each of these discussions comprised a group of 10-15 students from a specific residence on the UFS Bloemfontein campus. Students who participated in the focus groups were asked to sign a consent form. A convenience sampling method was used, based on students’ availability and willingness to participate, yet deliberately composed for diversity, comprising individuals representing different racial and academic year groups. This diversity-oriented design in focus groups was important because it provided rich data on the interaction among diverse students within a specific residence community. It was considered important in analysing the robustness of interpersonal relationships in respective student residences during campus protests. Gender was implied for most focus groups because most residences are gender specific; that is, nine female residences, four male residences, and three co-ed residences.

				A thematic data analysis process was followed to identify central themes related to the theoretical concepts underpinning the ecological approach to student development theory. The units of analysis were the respective student communities in residences. After the researcher familiarised himself with the data, initial codes were generated and collated into potential themes, after which themes were reviewed and refined. Three themes were identified: (1) enclosure versus exposure; (2) communication and crisis; and (3) discomfort and support. These themes indicate how the structures of interpersonal relationships actualised their prior supportive role in residence communities in the face of campus protests. This is important because it indicates the extent to which previous interventions turned out to be resilient or not during periods of crisis.
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				The researcher’s positionality of the first author centres on his role during the data collection period. As someone who served in a middle management position in the Housing and Residence Affairs department, the researcher was responsible for the transformation project in student residences at the UFS. Although the researcher coordinated the research project, he was not involved in collecting data through focus groups. This distance from the data collection process was crucial to ensure that the researcher’s positionality did not influence the authenticity of the data. However, the researcher performed the data analysis process. His experience with student life in residences and his leadership role in transforming student residences provided a deep understanding of the context, which enhanced the interpretation of the data. The second author served as a post-doctoral research fellow in the Division of Student Affairs at the UFS between 2020 and 2022. Thus, his position as a researcher who has never been involved in the transformation project of UFS residences created an objective perspective on the data. 

				The three themes, stemming from the thematic data analysis process, are discussed below.

				Enclosure versus exposure

				On the one hand, the theme of enclosure versus exposure underlines the sense of physical and emotional safety that many students experienced within the enclosure of residences during the protest period. On the other hand, this theme also highlights the paradoxical exposure that some students experienced when the physical structure of their residence was intruded upon and when other students within their specific residence community evacuated the residence during the period of protest. This research paper’s theme of enclosure versus exposure is important because it highlights the explicit and implicit dimensions contributing to a safe environment for higher education students.

				4.1	Enclosure: A sense of physical and emotional safety

				In dealing with the question of which experiences during a time of protest illustrate the strengths of the interpersonal relationships within individual residence communities, many students indicated that they experienced a sense of physical and emotional safety within the enclosure of their residence as opposed to the rest of the campus. A typical response was, “When you walk out of the gate, it felt like you were in a war zone, but [inside the residence] people [were] playing soccer and playing touch rugby and [were] in their rooms”.

				The notion of enclosure emerged under two distinct dimensions: the physical enclosure of residence buildings and the emotional enclosure of residence communities. Several participants mentioned that the physical enclosure of their residence halls created a sense of safety and security by saying: “She [i.e. the Prime4] made sure that everybody was in there, it was safe, she locked up the res5”.

				Although students valued the safety provided by the physical structures of residences, a much larger number of students commented on the emotional enclosure that their respective residence communities provided during the student protests:

				
					
						4	Prime is short for Primarius/Primaria, a Latin term indicating head or chief. In the context of the UFS, Prime refers to an elected student leader responsible for the entire student leadership structure in a particular residence. 

					
					
						5	Short for “residence.”
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				“And, Monday night when stuff actually went down, that first night, everyone was sitting here in the foyer chatting, keeping one another calm and just like keeping each other on, like, up to date and just keeping it chilled in the res. Nobody really freaked out, we all were just like, no it’s fine, we’re in it together, don’t stress about this”.

				In a sense, it can be expected that individuals living nearby during a crisis, especially in an enclosed environment, will develop a strong sense of interconnectedness. However, what was unexpected, given the racial tension associated with the Shimla event, was that a strong sense of social cohesion continued to exist between people from different racial backgrounds. Students from different racial backgrounds, as illustrated in the following response, experienced a strong sense of interconnectedness and reciprocal support from one another during the period of protest:

				“On the night of the Shimla’s game, they were walking back from […] to […], and she was the only [reference to a particular racial group] girl in a group of [reference to a different racial group] girls and the [reference to specific racial group ] girls surrounded her to protect her because the strikers were attacking [reference to specific racial group] people and not [reference to a different racial group] people”.

				Several participants shared that their interdependence indicated their interpersonal relationships’ resilience during a crisis. One student, for example, mentioned that “everybody was helping each other with food”, and another student stated that:

				“We kind of cared for each other […] if someone needed something, someone would always give, I think just in that regard, just caring for each other and looking out for each other we got, like that strength then during that week”.

				Furthermore, students highlighted that present and active residence heads and residence committees, enhanced a sense of enclosure (emotionally and physically) for students. One participant, for example, described her residence head as a “pillar of strength” and indicated that her residence community was comforted and unified, especially by “that nurturing side of her, that mother side of her”.

				Many participants connected the comfort they experienced with clear communication: “I think the reason why we didn’t tear apart is because our RC [residence committee] and our residence head had us well informed about the whole situation”. However, it is worth mentioning that several participants indicated that the effort of residence heads and residence committees to communicate often went beyond the mere communication of topical information. Many times, these engagements brought valuable perspectives to students, as illustrated by the following response:

				“I’d say Monday evening because [name of political group] came, and everybody was in chaos basically. Then [the residence head] called us all together and said, ‘Listen, girls, it’s all about humanity […] I know we feel like you have to choose a side, but it’s humanity that counts.’ So, for me, that was just a reminder. Normally, you get so fired up in the situation that you forget that part”.

				These comments suggest that residence heads and residence committee members who were present got actively involved and engaged during student protests, which assisted in creating a sense of physical and emotional safety for students.
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				4.2	Exposure: A sense of abandonment and vulnerability

				Although many students reported on the physical and emotional enclosure their respective residence halls provided, several indicated they felt exposed. The following sections explain why some students experienced a sense of abandonment and vulnerability. 

				4.2.1	Physical vulnerability

				Two incidences occurred when external parties forcefully broke the physical enclosure of specific residence buildings. In the first incident, protesting students vandalised and broke into the physical structure of a residence building. Students subsequently had to evacuate the residence. In the second incident, the South African Police Services (SAPS) went into a residence to arrest students. Students from both these residences declared that these incidents exposed them and made them feel vulnerable and abandoned by the university management: “Now it’s like we have to be victims of whatever that happens”. Similarly, another participant stated, “Actually, we never had anyone who could stand up for us, but we’re left alone, and now we had to fight for ourselves”.

				Thus, when the enclosure that residences provide was forcefully broken, students did not only feel physically exposed but also emotionally vulnerable. However, students indicated that in cases where the physical structure of these residences was forcefully broken into, the social cohesions within these residence communities continued to provide a sense of enclosure:

				“The fact that we share the same struggle. I know what another person is going through because we are going through the same thing because we are fighting for the same thing […] So, the fact that we know each and every one’s struggle I can relate to his struggle. That’s one thing which I can say was the good part of it, for lack of a better word.”

				Although it can be expected that the physically violent entrance of residence buildings will leave occupants feeling exposed – physically and emotionally – it is noteworthy that strong social cohesion within these student communities can still provide a sense of enclosure to students. Still, when social cohesion within a specific residence community was broken, these students reported significant vulnerability and feelings of being exposed.

				4.2.2	Emotional vulnerability

				Firstly, during the time of protest some students vacated their residence buildings in order to stay off of the campus. In many cases, these vacations disrupted the social cohesion of residence communities, and many students who remained behind experienced greater exposure.

				“… illustrated the weakness of interpersonal relationships in your residence community […], people moving out or leaving or whatever. In the light of that, that was the things that separated the community of the residence”.

				What is interesting is that, without the emotional enclosure of a residence community, students started to experience the physical enclosure of the residences as unfavourable, despite it had previously been perceived as positive:

				“I think another thing about people going home was, like, our university was locked up6. What are you going to do here for a week? Just sitting around here, you feel a little bit claustrophobic as well because you’re locked in your res, and you can’t really go out because you are afraid of your safety if just putting your foot outside the res.”

				
					
						6	The nature and scale of the student protest resulted in a University Management decision to close the campus. Class attendance was suspended, and all learning activities happened online through the UFS’ learning management system.
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				Also, students experienced that the former cohesion across racial boundaries was broken when some students started vacating their residences. It seems that this break in social cohesion also enhanced racial tension among students:

				“A lot of the [reference to a specific racial group] girls went home. So, I think to an extent some of the [reference to a different racial group] people had frustrations of, there’s lack of support from our fellow sisters in that sense that they didn’t go to the trouble of actually communicating and understanding.”

				“[Reference to a specific racial group] students go home. They leave. So, it’s a matter of, there’s [reference to a specific racial group] issues and there’s [reference to a different racial group] issues. And when something is not a problem for my racial group, then I have no issue with it, and I’m not going to help understand it or address it in any way.”

				Secondly, in residences where students experienced leadership structures as absent, uninvolved and disengaged, they indicated they felt exposed and vulnerable.

				“We realised that the leadership in our house specifically was not up to scratch. They weren’t really for the house, but rather everybody was thinking for themselves.”

				“Yes, I think that’s also another weakness. Because now this lack of leadership, we were like obviously going […] well, crazy, for lack of a better word. But obviously ballistic on the group, trying to find out things.”

				Even in cases where the residence leadership engaged with some groups of students but not with others, those students who were disengaged reported the same sense of abandonment:

				“And also, the leadership decided that the first years were the priority in the house, whereas there were also seniors here as well who had never experienced a strike before. But the needs of the first years were put above the whole house, and that was decided upon by the RC.”

				In summary, although students experienced physical and emotional exposure during student protests, structures of interpersonal relationships in residence communities actualised their prior supportive role, causing students to experience physical and emotional safety, even across racial boundaries. The strength of these racially diverse social systems assisted in creating stability amidst student protests. 

				Communication and crisis

				The theme of communication and crisis highlights the need for clear and transparent communication, as well as the need for authentic engagement during a campus crisis. This theme is important because it emphasises how communication can help shape campus environments more conducive to student development.

				5.1	Clear and transparent communication

				Although the university management communicated frequently during student unrest through its formal communication channels (e.g. university social media platforms, the university website and text messages), several students expressed experiences of lacking communication. It was noteworthy that students indicated that the mere sharing of information during a campus crisis is not an optimally effective way of communicating: “As much as information, some of it false was circling around […]. What you chose to do with that information was your priority.”
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				This comment underlines the need for students to make meaning of shared information. To this effect, students indicated a need for a structure where they could talk about the information that had been communicated. It is evident from the quotations below that students felt that the residence leadership should have played an active role, mainly because they perceived their peers to be emotionally fragile during a crisis.

				“And obviously during that concern and panic and stuff, you say things sometimes you don’t mean. You say it emotionally because there’s no structure being put forward.”

				“I just want to add onto that. I would wish the RC would have taken like that first evening or in the morning, brought us together, and said this is what’s happening, but don’t worry.”

				It is essential to highlight that students expressed their need for authentic engagement about the crisis on campus: “I feel like when we have spaces of engagement, we shouldn’t just talk about the fact that there are protests, it’s unsafe to go outside, but we should tell them why there are protests […]; talk about it, where we can engage as intellectuals like you know, dialogue”.

				Furthermore, students indicated their need to communicate with their peers and their specific residence’s leadership and engage with the university management during this time. Students expressed their need for the university management to be visible and available for engagement during a campus crisis.

				“Like HRA [i.e. the department for Housing and Residence Affairs] being more visible […] 

				I wanted to know that HRA was communicating with our residence head, as well as our Prime, and they knew that what was going on is under control […] we needed leadership from our leaders as well. Not just in the house, but as well as from our seniors which is HRA in this case. I think I would’ve liked that.”

				It is clear from students’ feedback that the lack of engagement in the information that had been shared created a vacuum. In some cases, this vacuum was filled by distorted communication from external parties, leading to more significant confusion, anxiety and division among students.

				“[M]iscommunication and misinformation were causing that division because the one side is getting these types of threats or this kind of information, and the other side is getting this type of information. And I think later on it was so blown up, like this party is coming over, that students need to leave […] all those blown-up messages that were circulating just freaked people out even more.”

				It is clear from students’ feedback, however, that when individuals in university leadership positions or even more experienced peers satisfied this need for engagement, students better understood the situation.

				“He gave us like step-for-step info on what exactly happened. And after he explained to me what everything was that led up to everything that happened, it made so much more sense. So, I think we need proper communication from the university side, from everyone’s side that actually knows what happened. Because we hear stories and everyone adds their little bit, and then at the end of the story, by the time the story gets to seven other people, it’s this big story that blows up everything out of proportion, and we don’t actually know what’s happening.”
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				It is important to note that students reported that communication through social media created even more confusion, anxiety and division among peers. This finding is significant as one would assume that using social media to share information during a campus crisis is an efficient method of engaging. However, the student responses indicate that using social media without proper engagement leads to more significant miscommunication.

				“I think in terms of social media and the way that it was used during this time, people would sit in conversations and say one thing, and half an hour later, you’d see a Facebook post that he made that is completely something different […] people think they are untouchable as soon as they touch their keyboard and go on Facebook.”

				“And I know that there’s also, because of the whole social media thing, when someone will share something, so you go, okay, I’m definitely not going to be friends with that person anymore because I’m seeing a different side to them. So, I think that kind of broke us down a bit.”

				In summary, students reported a need for clear and accurate communication and to engage authentically with peers and the university management during a protest. How communication is handled during student protests could increase or decrease students’ anxiety, division, and confusion.

				Discomfort and support

				A feeling of not being comfortable and needing support was commonly reported during the crisis.

				6.1	Discomfort

				A crisis on campus, such as the Shimla Park protest, in itself, creates discomfort for a university community, something that the students across racial boundaries continuously expressed during the focus group discussions: “Black or white - it wasn’t a matter of race and everything, I think everybody felt a little bit unsafe”.

				Students perceived three cohorts of students to be especially vulnerable during a campus crisis: students who lived on campus, students with disabilities, and first-year students. Instances where these different identities intersect created an intersectional vulnerability for those specific groupings.

				Firstly, although students in on-campus residences experienced a sense of enclosure within their residences, as explained above, the fact that the broader campus environment was affected by the student protest movement created a particular experience of discomfort because of the residences’ proximity. In this regard, students felt claustrophobic and trapped: “Being claustrophobic inside my own res, not being able to go out when I wanted and so forth”.

				Students identified the first-year students as the second cohort of vulnerable students, as highlighted in the following quote: “I arrive, and nothing is familiar, I’m scared as hell, I’m a first year, and nothing seems familiar to me”. What is highlighted by this quote is the fact that first-year students’ general unfamiliarity with the environment makes them even more vulnerable in the face of a campus crisis.
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				Thirdly, students with disabilities were explicitly identified as a vulnerable group during the focus group discussions.

				“[Name of student] called me, he’s blind, and he’s like: ‘Can you please go with me? I want to fetch something’ […]. But I was like, there’s a strike going on in campus, so he didn’t know what was happening. He was like, ‘I just hear people screaming, but I didn’t really know what’s going on’.”

				“Even the deaf guy, the deaf guy saw what was happening, but he didn’t know actually, like, you know, because no one interpreted. And the blind guy, nobody told him […] this is what is happening and stuff”.

				Thus, students generally expressed that the crisis on campus caused by the Shimla Park protest movement had created discomfort for them, but even more so for the vulnerable groups. However, it must be noted that students who had sufficient support during the student protests reported a sense of growth and development during this time of discomfort.

				6.2	Support

				In discussing the social cohesion of residence communities during the protest period, students indicated that two social structures, purposefully established as intervention programmes after the Reitz incident, remained responsive in the way they actualised their prior supportive role. First, students indicated that corridor groups continued to function as smaller social systems that built the overall social cohesion within residence communities. Second, students indicated that peer mentor groups for first-year students provided a socially cohesive structure that supported students during campus protests.

				6.2.1	Corridor groups functioning as supportive micro-systems

				In establishing corridors as the innermost layer of socially cohesive residence communities, we deliberately created strong corridor identities with which students could identify. During the discussion, students positively described corridor identities as a “family” or “sisterhood”.

				In building a sense of interconnectedness within corridors, we have aimed during our interventions to establish shared experiences amongst diverse students, also at this micro level. In students’ responses during the focus group discussions, the positive effect of these shared experiences emerged strongly:

				“But now that there are bonding sessions […], so that also helps the community as well. And now if we go to, for instance, corridor sports or something, like you feel the team spirit within them. It’s not just I’m staying here, she stays here next to me, let’s just play soccer. It’s a fun thing now.”

				However, we realised during interventions that creating strong group identities and shared experiences within corridors was not enough. What was needed was a student leadership structure that could assist with creating group identities and student engagement in shared experiences. During discussions on the supportive role of corridor communities, students also reflected on the positive role that these student leaders fulfil within the context of corridor groups, not only in building social cohesion but also in disseminating information through smaller meetings. A typical response in this regard was:

				“And I think the corridor Prime thing started last year, and it actually makes you feel more at home […] with the corridor meetings, you get close as a corridor, and then you get to know the people and their opinions and stuff like that, and it’s actually really, really cool now.”
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				Nevertheless, the purpose of initiating the focus group discussion was to determine the extent to which ongoing programme interventions remained robust and became responsive in the face of campus protests. In this regard, it was clear from students’ responses that the social cohesion within corridor groups created a safe environment where students felt supported and safe to have honest conversations and trauma debriefing:

				“I know with my corridor we actually got to know about each other […] I saw all of a sudden the guy corridors, they actually stayed and they spoke to each other.”

				“We were split into our corridor groups; we got like a counsellor each corridor, and we just got to chat about everything.”

				Therefore, students reported that the social system of corridor groups that had been created during programme interventions after the Reitz events remained responsive, to a large extent, in the face of student protests after the Shimla Park incident. This experience of support could also be identified in students’ responses to the peer mentor programme in residence halls.

				6.2.2	Peer mentors function as a system of support for first-year students.

				The purpose of establishing peer mentor groups after the Reitz incident was to assist first-year students with transitioning to higher education in ways that eradicate dysfunctional and hierarchical relationships between senior and first-year students. During the focus group discussions, students reflected on the efficiency of this general function of the peer mentor system.

				“I think it’s the P3 mentorship.7 Those guys, they really helped ease our transition from high school life to actually varsity life. They were there with us from the moment we landed here, and then they were helpful in terms of registrations and toward all difficulties and everything.”

				Additional to this general supportive role that peer mentors provided to first-year students, students also reported that the peer mentor programme provided a context where students from different racial backgrounds could build socially cohesive relationships and engage authentically with one another. This is important because it provided a context of social cohesion and authentic engagement before a campus crisis.

				“I really love the initiative […]. It challenges people from different backgrounds, not only the mentors themselves, but the first years as well. Because with the dialogue sessions you have - you get to […] hear people’s understanding of things and you know sort of like reach […] common ground […]. Because what we teach there is values, and you know, values go beyond one’s colour of skin.”

				It is important to note that students expressed how the peer mentor system actualised its former supportive role during student protests on campus. During the focus group discussions, students indicated how the peer mentor system had provided a context for strong intercultural relationships and authentic engagement during the protest period. Students remarked that the peer mentor system helped them make meaning during this period of discomfort and provided an environment conducive to their personal development. This is aptly illustrated by the following account of how a peer mentor explained her interaction with a first-year student during the crisis:

				
					
						7	P3 refers to the name of the peer mentor programme in UFS residence halls and serves as an acronym for Purposefully Pursuing Passion.
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				“I actually spoke to a couple of first years, but one-on-one, because I figured that it’s better that way […]. I figured here’s a nice opportunity to sit down and explain what’s going on. And she didn’t really grasp all of the things I was saying, but she was attentive and listening and that shows progress all in itself. Just the fact that she was willing to listen to the other side this morning, and I was also willing to listen to what she feels, like she’s not safe and like she feels she has to go home. And that’s the beauty of it because I am going to say this: I’m black, and she was white, but we got to common ground, and we were both understanding of each other’s situations and the situations that we feel like we’ve been pushed into. Moreover, that was, it was, it was very moving for me because she was the first person, the first white person, like with all the commotion who didn’t try to justify what was happening, and you know, like she really listened, and I really listened and I could hear where she was coming from.”

				This notion of authentic engagement that led to deeper understanding is also evident in the account of another peer mentor who explained her experience of interaction with a group of first-year students.

				“I actually encountered a big group of girls; they were actually friends in one corridor, but they ended up in the living room, and we just started talking about the incident, and it was interesting to find such different views from girls of the same race. It was … it was quite … it was a different experience.”

				This account indicates that if sufficient support is provided (in this case, through a peer mentor system) during a campus crisis (e.g. student protests), these uncomfortable and disruptive experiences can facilitate student learning and development. The following report from a peer mentor supports this notion: 

				“And then we ended up talking about what happened in the broader sense of it [i.e. campus protests]. How it affects them [first-year students] as South African citizens and not just the students who reside in [name of residence] and not just students who go to the University of the Free State. And it was […] a mind-opening experience at the very moment.”

				In summary, a crisis on campus – such as student protests – can create discomfort for students. However, if sufficient support is provided to students, this period of discomfort may result in enhanced learning and development. Our data indicate that small, socially cohesive systems in student communities could still manage to actualise their former supportive role during a crisis.

				Discussion

				In order to lay a foundation for the discussion of this study’s findings, we start by drawing parallels between some definitions pertinent to the ecological systems theory and specific aspects of the social systems established in residence communities at the UFS after the Reitz incident. These parallels will assist us in comparing the findings of this study with specific hypotheses that Bronfenbrenner (1979; 2005) made about the ecological systems theory. This is important because it will allow us to indicate how the study’s findings are similar or different from some aspects of the ecological systems theory. We trust that these comparisons will provide a deeper understanding of how and why higher education students develop, especially in the context of the destabilising effect of a campus crisis.
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				7.1	Microsystems

				Bronfenbrenner (1979: 22) defines the microsystem as “a pattern of activities, roles, and interpersonal relations experienced by the developing person in a given setting with particular physical and material characteristics”. In this study, the complex network of interrelations in residences is considered the immediate location of the students interviewed. Thus, in the present study, student communities in residences are considered microsystems. 

				Within the ambit of microsystems, Bronfenbrenner (1979: 5) considers the interaction between two people within the inner level of the immediate location or setting as the most basic unit of microsystems, and the nature of this reciprocal relationship directly impacts individuals’ development. In this study, we consider the dyadic relationships among peers in residences, especially the relationship between older and younger peers, e.g. first-year students and peer mentors, as relevant to Bronfenbrenner’s (1975: 5) notion of dyads.

				Furthermore, the interrelations within the immediate setting get more complex if they are extended to include more than two individuals (Bronfenbrenner, 1979: 5). Triadic and tetradic relationships form larger interpersonal structures, referred to as N+2 relationships. Bronfenbrenner (1979: 5) equates these N+2 relations with a metaphorical three-legged stool to illustrate their potential supportive or disruptive role in forming an ecology of learning; if one breaks, it influences the others. The notion of N+2 relations applies to this study on three levels. Firstly, our data analysis highlights the important influence of third-party peers on dyadic relationships in residence communities. Secondly, it refers to student leaders’ influence (e.g., peer mentors and residence committee members) on dyadic peer relations. Thirdly, the impact of N+2 relations refers to the influence of staff members in residences on peer relationships.

				These mentioned parallels between the context of UFS residences and specific concepts of the microsystem lay the foundation to compare specific hypotheses of Bronfenbrenner (1979) with some of our findings. In his fourth hypothesis, Bronfenbrenner (1979: 59) states that “the developmental impact of a dyad increases as a direct function of the level of reciprocity, mutuality of positive feeling, and a gradual shift of balance of power in favour of the developing person”. Our findings are consistent with this hypothesis. Our data analysis shows that strong dyadic relationships amongst peers in small groups, especially in corridor groups and peer mentor groups, are crucial for enhancing the developmental impact of microsystems in student communities. Students reported that their engagement with peers had positively impacted their social experiences and was beneficial (cf. Eveland, 2016; Money et al., 2017). These findings confirm that positive peer relationships contribute significantly to students’ healthy socio-emotional development (cf. Pepler & Bierman, 2018). The strength of peer groups derives from a ‘collective functioning of members’, which provides socio-emotional support for members (Rubin et al., 2011).

				However, Bronfenbrenner’s scholarly work predominantly focused on dyadic relationships between children and adults (e.g. parents and teachers). Our study addressed this contextual limitation through data collected from university students. The difference between Bronfenbrenner’s original hypothesis and our findings is that the influential power of adults on children is primarily replaced by the influential power that peers exhibit in a higher education 
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				context. However, it does not discard the influence of university staff (e.g. heads of residences). Furthermore, our findings align with those of Arnold (2003) and Arnold and Renn (2003), who advocate for a deeper understanding of the impact of peer culture on the ecology of student development. Data from our study indicate that forming interpersonal relationships is important in creating an environment in which students can engage authentically over sensitive issues. This is evident in how students engaged, sometimes across racial boundaries, about matters about a student protest at the UFS. It is significant that this authentic engagement took place amidst racial tension on campus, and many students indicated how these interactions created a deeper understanding of current issues and of students who were different to themselves. 

				Clear role clarification of student and staff leaders is one aspect that could assist in creating a more profound understanding in this regard, supporting the principle of mentoring, mainly formal mentoring, in which it is expected that the roles of all parties involved are defined (Peregrina-Kretz et al., 2018). Our data analysis indicates that the ability of student and staff leaders to keep the microsystem conducive to learning and development during a campus crisis (i.e. facilitating constructive reflective conversations during the student protests) was dependent on the clarity of their respective roles in residence communities. As part of the interventions post-Reitz, the UFS invested substantially to firmly establish and define the role of peer mentors, residence committees, and residence heads. Thus, our findings are in line with Bronfenbrenner’s (1979: 92) tenth hypothesis, namely that:

				The tendency to evoke perceptions, activities, and patterns of interpersonal relations consistent with role expectations is enhanced when the role is well established in the institutional structure of the society. A broad consensus exists in the culture or subculture about these expectations as they pertain to the behaviour of the person occupying the role and of others with respect to that person.

				Our findings regarding role clarification and subsequent expectations are consistent: Where staff and student leaders in residences fulfilled their respective leadership roles (as institutionally defined and established) positively and engagingly, students in these communities were able to learn from and develop amid a campus crisis. The learning and development of students were underpinned by the emotional enclosure that resulted from the activation of these roles, the clear and transparent engagement they facilitated, and the support they provided in discomfort. However, when students’ expectations regarding these roles were not fulfilled, they reported difficulty adapting to the complexities of a destabilised environment. These unmet expectations were encountered particularly during the breakdown of N+2 relationships in residence communities.

				Our data analysis shows that the breakdown of a particular dyadic relationship (e.g., with a residence head or with a specific peer) directly affected other dyadic relationships in residences. Bronfenbrenner (1979: 76) states in his eighth hypothesis that

				the capacity of a dyad to function effectively as a context of development depends on the existence and nature of other dyadic relationships with third parties. The developmental potential of the original dyad is enhanced to the extent that each of these external dyads involves mutually positive feelings, and the third parties are supportive of the developmental activities carried on in the original dyad. Conversely, the developmental potential of the dyad is impaired to the extent that each external dyad involves mutual antagonism, or the third parties discourage or interfere with the developmental activities carried on in the origin dyad.
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				Students proclaimed that leaders’ presence and active engagement within a microsystem are vital. Where student and staff leaders were present and engaged, and where they were ensured that the physical and emotional enclosure of the residences remained intact, positive student interactions flourished even within a destabilised campus environment. However, student interaction within the microsystem became negative when student and staff leaders were absent or disengaged.

				Furthermore, students indicated that upholding the physical and social boundaries of the microsystem is crucial to ensuring an environment that is conducive to feeling safe. Where these boundaries were intact, students experienced the enclosure of these microsystems positively, i.e. it created physically and emotionally safe spaces, even if the macrosystem (i.e. campus environment) was in turmoil. Where the physical boundaries of the microsystem were violated, students felt exposed and vulnerable. It is significant to point out that students indicated that the violation of the physical boundaries of the microsystem was tolerable under conditions where the enclosure of the social solidarity within these groups stayed intact. However, in cases where students from within specific microsystems started to exit those microsystems by physically moving out of the residence, those students who remained behind felt vulnerable and deserted, i.e. emotionally exposed. In these cases, even the physical enclosure of the microsystem (the physical structure of the residence), which had previously been experienced as a positive enclosure, became a negative boundary that caused the microsystem to become claustrophobic and inhibit freedom of movement. 

				In sum, aligned with Bronfenbrenner’s hypothesis, our data analysis highlighted the positive or negative effect of external dyadic relationships on dyadic peer relationships in residences.

				7.2	Mesosystems

				Bronfenbrenner (1979: 25) defines a mesosystem as the interrelation between two or more microsystems to which a developing person belongs and in which he/she actively participates. Thus, the network of different microsystems for a particular individual collectively forms a mesosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979: 7-8).

				Like the microsystem, the developmental impact of the mesosystem is direct (as opposed to the indirect influence of the exosystem and macrosystem). Thus, the supportive or disruptive effect of interactions within microsystems does not only apply to interrelations among individuals but also to the nature of interconnections across different settings (Bronfenbrenner 1979: 5-8). “Joint participation, communication, and the existence of information in each setting about the other” are important aspects that help to create an environment conducive to learning and development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979: 6).

				For this study, the interrelations between faith communities and residence communities, or between political groups and residence communities, can be defined as mesosystems. 

				Our data revealed this interrelation when a political group engaged with particular residence communities and caused a stir among the student community. The data analysis highlighted that microsystems that had experienced a void of constructive dyadic and triadic engagements were more prone to the influences of other microsystems, e.g., different political organisations. These influences were not always positive and often disrupted the microsystem further, causing greater confusion and division. Respondents posited that 
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				such influences almost resulted in taking sides, which could have caused divisions in the residence. However, the nerves were calmed when the residence head engaged the students in communication that emphasised consideration of humanity in the actions to be taken. This supports Bronfenbrenner’s (1979: 216) 39th hypothesis, which states that:

				The developmental potential of participation in multiple settings will vary directly with the ease and extent of two-way communication between those settings. Of key importance in this regard is the inclusion of the primary microsystem [in Bronfenbrenner’s research, predominantly the family] in the communications network (for example, the child’s development in both family and school is facilitated by the existence of open channels of communication in both directions).

				A positive peer culture within a residence (as a primary microsystem), characterised by strong social interconnections and authentic engagement – often with the mediation of leadership – mitigates the potentially disruptive effect of other microsystems during student unrest. However, when the interconnections between different microsystems were mutually supportive, students reported on the stabilising effect created by these mesosystems. Our data analysis indicated that the supportive role that faith communities fulfilled during student unrest stabilised the residence hall – as a particular microsystem – during a period of disruption.

				In brief, the positive engagement between different microsystems on the meso-level is essential to establish a constructive developmental ecology during unrest. Furthermore, our data indicated that the absence of positive dyadic and triadic engagements within a particular microsystem makes it more vulnerable to the destabilising influence of other microsystems within a particular mesosystem. 

				7.3	Exosystem

				Bronfenbrenner (1979: 25) defines the exosystem as a setting where a developing person does not belong or in which she/he does not participate directly. However, that influences or is influenced by systems to which this developing person belongs. Thus, the exosystem indirectly influences the developing person. Our data analysis indicated that the university management, as a distinct entity, fits into this category.

				Bronfenbrenner’s (1979: 256) 44th hypothesis states that,

				the developmental potential of a setting is enhanced to the extent that there exist direct and indirect links to power settings through which participants in the original setting can influence the allocation of resources and the making of decisions that are responsive to the needs of the developing person and the efforts of those who act in his behalf.

				Thus, to what extent did students feel there was a link between their residence setting and the university management? Furthermore, to what extent did students in residences feel they could influence management’s decisions, particularly in response to their needs during a protest period?

				From the data it is clear that students knew that the decisions taken by university management structures would influence their environment. To this end, students indicated their need to engage directly with the university management during this crisis. Also, they reported their frustration when communication from the university management was not sent directly to them but merely trickled down through the university’s formal communication structures, e.g. through the university website, social media, text messages, emails and others. Similar findings were found, such as in a study by Kandiko and Mawer (2013), who 
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				determined that students valued face-to-face interaction and recommended that universities should not replace face-to-face interaction with technology. Researchers believe that in the face of students’ protests, effective communication and listening to students’ needs should be prioritised in working to control the crisis experienced by the students (Mahler-Rogers, 2017). This is especially true given that the misinterpretation of information is highly probable when there is a breach in the chain of communication (Adeyemi, 2009). Thus, for purposes of our data analysis, it would appear that a crisis in a macrosystem – like a university campus – could heighten the need for closer, more personal engagement between the exosystem and related microsystems. To put it differently, the need to put information in the context of relationships was intensified during a period of disruption on campus.

				In this regard, leadership’s role in the microsystem becomes crucial. Our data analysis showed that residence leadership’s active presence and engagement within the microsystem mitigated the students’ need for those groups to directly interact with the exosystem, i.e., the university management. Thus, it is our opinion that the leadership within microsystems could mediate the interaction between the microsystem and exosystem and, in doing so, create an environment more conducive to student learning and development, especially during a campus crisis.

				To conclude, the need for close collaboration between the power structures in ecosystems (e.g. university management) and the power structures in related microsystems (e.g. residence leadership) becomes crucial in times of campus disruption, that is, in the macro system.

				7.4	Macrosystem

				Bronfenbrenner (1979: 277) refers to the macrosystem as the “consistencies, in the form and content of lower-order systems (micro-, meso-, and exo-) that exist, or could exist, at the level of the subculture or the culture as a whole, along with any belief systems or ideology underlying such consistencies”. Olivier-Pijpers et al. (2019) state that the macrosystem is an outcome of societal belief systems, rules, laws and even funding, which are shared among ecological systems and the characteristics of a culture. In a macrosystem, participation in an activity or role through shared values could be carried to a broader context over time.

				Between 2008 and 2016, the UFS prioritised creating shared values in residences aligned with the university’s broader values. Establishing value-driven student communities in residences was important to foster a culture of care, inclusivity and equality amongst diverse students. During the protests, the values established over time in residences manifested in the protection of each other, irrespective of racial inclination. Our data showed that when students from one racial group were attacked, students from different racial backgrounds came to their rescue and ensured that they were safe, not just in residences but in the broader university environment. These reactions were unexpected, especially in light of the severe racial conflict that had triggered the Shimla Park protests. Our respondents referenced such shared values as ‘brotherhood and sisterhood’, which made them see one another as brothers and sisters. This supports Bronfenbrenner’s (1979: 284-285) 47th hypothesis, namely that:

				The developmental potential of a setting is a function of the extent to which the roles, activities, and relations occurring in that setting serve, over some time, to set in motion and sustain patterns of motivation and activity in the developing person that then acquire a momentum of their own. As a result, when the person enters a new setting, the pattern is carried over and becomes magnified in scope and intensity in the absence of counterforces.
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				Furthermore, in Bronfenbrenner’s (1979: 288) last hypothesis (i.e. Hypothesis 50) he states that:

				The developmental effect of transitioning from one primary setting to another is a function of the match between the developmental trajectory generated in the old setting and the balance between challenge and support presented by the new setting and its interconnections with the old.

				The importance of the match between home (as a primary setting) to university (as another primary setting), especially for first-time entry students, becomes noteworthy in the light of our data analysis. In this study’s context, first-year students’ vulnerability in a crisis period on campus manifested in an environment that perhaps did not tally with their respective home environments. The transition from a more protective environment (e.g. home or school residence) to an environment that could be perceived as violent (i.e. the university environment during the protest) brought to light the vulnerability of newly admitted students, which could have resulted from a mismatch between the developmental trajectory in the old setting and the challenges and support they experienced in the new setting. Before the protest, these challenges were not manifest, given the support structures created for new students. Our result agrees that instability in supportive structures impacted the developmental trajectory of the developing person (Sandstrom & Huerta, 2013). This means that the transition to higher education and the support structures universities provide for first-year students and students in transition become vital during student unrest.

				Conclusion

				Students worldwide have protested for many years and will continue to do so in the future. However, the destabilising effect of student protests could impact the developmental ecology of university campuses. This study addressed the gap in the current body of literature on how the strength of racially diverse social systems could create a stabilising effect during disruptive student protests. Using data from a case study at the UFS, this study evaluated how structures of interpersonal relationships in residences at the UFS actualised their prior supportive role in the face of a crisis (i.e. campus protest) and how responsive these structures were in these unforeseen circumstances to create a deeper understanding of how universities can enhance the developmental ecology of higher education students. This research addressed some of the contextual limitations identified within the body of literature concerning the developmental impact of campus ecologies.

				However, the contribution of the research is limited because it only used data stemming from focus group discussions amongst students at the Bloemfontein campus of the University of the Free State. Therefore, future studies in different contexts must further explore how Bronfenbrenner’s (1979; 1993; 1995; 2005) ecological systems theory can be used to create a deeper understanding of campus ecologies, especially during crises.

				The following recommendations can be made based on the insights from this study. Firstly, it is recommended that higher education institutions use a systems perspective to analyse the social structures within university communities. This data could be helpful to design and optimise student support structures, which could assist in stabilising the developmental ecology of students during protests. Secondly, from the data of this study, it seems that racially diverse student communities can particularly benefit from strong interpersonal relationships 
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				in the microsystems of students. Thus, to build resilient campus ecologies, it is recommended that universities build strong, socially cohesive pockets in students’ microsystems across campus. Thirdly, it is recommended that universities recognise that the destabilising effect of student protests could if handled correctly, become an important moment in the development of students. To this end, it is recommended that higher education institutions critically reflect on how they create a dynamic equilibrium between students’ discomfort and support during disruptive protests. 

				This study’s significance centres on the insights it provides about how campus environments can become more conducive to student learning, development and success, even if these environments experience the destabilising effect of a crisis, which is currently acutely relevant in higher education contexts across the globe.
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