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Can a sense of belonging increase life satisfaction? Why do we
sometimes feel lonely? How can we sustain lasting human connections?

The Psychology of Belonging explores why feeling like we belong is so
important throughout our lives, from childhood to old age, irrespective
of culture, race or geography With its virtues and shortcomings,
belonging to groups such as families, social groups, schools, workplaces
and communities is fundamental to our identity and wellbeing, even
in a time when technology has changed the way we connect with each
other.

In a world where loneliness and social isolation is on the rise, The
Psychology of Belonging shows how meaningful connections can build a
sense of belonging for all of us.

Kelly-Ann Allen is an internationally recognised belonging researcher
and psychologist at Monash University and the University of Melbourne.
She is a codirector and founder of the International Belonging Research
Laboratory.
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FOREWORD

As 2020 dawned in Melbourne, Australia, an exhibition at our
National Gallery of Victoria displayed the work of internationally
renowned contemporary American artist KAWS, aka Brian Donnell,
in an exhibition titled KAWS: Companionship in the Age of Loneli-
ness. While there is humour in the works, they reflect pathos, hope
and humanity, recognising that loneliness is an experience that res-
onates with so many. Indeed, the creative works reflect the needs
of our time to connect and belong. Dr Kelly-Ann Allen, a scholarly
researcher, focuses on these important elements in her highly read-
able volume The Psychology of Belonging. The first months of 2020 also
brought with them the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic that
swept the world and forced major populations to isolate as countries
like Australia, the UK and the US went into lockdown. Schools closed,
and young people were separated from their friends for extended
periods. Both of these events bring home the significance of under-
standing loneliness and isolation and its antithesis, belonging: the
cure that can make the difference. Dr Allen has been researching this
field for a decade and manages to capture in this volume both the
history and the contemporary world of young people as they estab-
lish their connections through technology, with its strengths and its
pitfalls. The volume covers childhood through adolescence and into
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adulthood. It is sufficiently comprehensive to address both the virtues
and the shortcomings of belonging, covering topics such as inclu-
siveness, rejection, cults and terrorism. Chapter 7 treats the reader
to ways of building belonging. Sound psychological underpinnings
are embedded in this volume, which both informs and guides us to
a better place.
Erica Frydenberg, PhD
2 April 2020
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The aim of this book is to present an engaging overview of the
psychology of belonging, which draws from theory and research
across seven accessible chapters. The chapters will examine belonging
through a range of perspectives and highlight why belonging needs to
brought to public conversations.
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1

THE BEGINNINGS
OF BELONGING

Have you ever felt the pang of exclusion? It might have been at school,
at work or in a social group. You might have wanted to belong so
badly that it hurt. The experience might have sent you searching for
answers to explain why you did not fit in. Was it something you did?
Was it something you did not do? Was it the other people involved?

The feeling of exclusion or ostracisation can be painful. It can
shape our future interactions and our attempts to belong in other
social contexts. It can affect our mental health, our wellbeing and
even our physical health, because our sense of belonging is funda-
mental to living our day-to-day lives.

We find much of our meaning, identity, relevance and satisfac-
tion in life through our sense of belonging to groups. At family, com-
munity and societal levels, we rely on others for support, validation
and understanding. Belonging to groups, whether these be families,
groups of friends, social groups, schools, workplaces or communities
more broadly, has a positive effect on several key factors that con-
tribute to our successful healthy functioning as human beings in a
society.

Our need to belong is like our need for water. We can spend some
time ignoring our thirst without any harmful impact, but sooner or
later, our body will start to send warning signals that things are out
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of balance. While the effects of dehydration are more immediately
apparent, the effects of not belonging may be less obvious initially,
but they are no less important. The serious consequences of a lack
of water are well known, but less known are the consequences of a
lack of belonging that can contribute to early death — for example,
in the case of suicide. Like water, belonging is a fundamental human
need, and the lack of it can have a significant detrimental impact on
our lives.

This introductory chapter seeks to draw from the broader litera-
ture, both academic and popular, in a bid to define and conceptualise
belonging in a colourful yet meaningful way. We will spend some time
examining evolutionary perspectives and animal studies and will pay
homage to the founders of specific psychological theories that have
shaped the way we understand what it truly means to belong.

CONTEXTUALISING OUR NEED
TO BELONG

What does “belonging” mean to you? Many people relate a sense of
belonging to feeling accepted, included, understood, welcomed, liked
and appreciated. Academically, belonging is defined as a unique and
subjective experience that relates to a yearning for connection with
others, the need for positive regard and the desire for interpersonal
connection (Rogers, 1951). Belonging is like loneliness in the sense
that belonging does not depend on the number of others or groups
you surround yourself with. Rather, belonging is a perception or an
evaluation of how you feel. This evaluation may relate to the quality of
social connections, to their meaning, to a person’s satisfaction with
them or even to the way someone feels towards a place or an event.
The belief that your sense of belonging or level of loneliness relates
to the number of people that are around you is a common miscon-
ception. It is possible to have numerous social networks, friends and
family members but still feel lonely and like you do not belong.
Baumeister and Leary (1995) suggest that a sense of belonging
is pervasive and compelling and is something that we continually
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seek to find and maintain. What implications might this have on
the decisions and choices we make in life? Have you ever actively
made a life-changing decision that was directed at feeling a sense
of belonging somewhere? Sometimes a sense of belonging can
drive us to relocate to the other side of the world or to uproot
ourselves and return “home” after a period away. Making such
decisions might involve leaving behind fragments of your life or
giving up other things you value, in a bid to regain or strengthen
a sense of belonging. Or perhaps the decision was made for the
sake of another. While we all have a need for belonging ourselves,
Baumeister and Leary also suggest that we are deeply conditioned
to provide a sense of belonging to others. It seems that our sense
of belonging is so important to us as a species that it has the
potential to shape our relationships with others, groups and even
whole communities.

A sense of belonging can be associated with not just people but
all manner of things. We know that people commonly report a sense
of connection to places, memories, objects, experiences, events,
countries, places and land. A sense of belonging can be experiential
and linked to certain sounds, smells, textures, tastes and sensations.
Senses of belonging are thus complex and dynamic agglomerations
that are unique and special to each person. Think about a place
where you belong. Are there certain sounds, smells or textures that
you associate with belonging to that place? Perhaps there is a smell
that takes you back to a specific time in childhood: the scent of a
hand cream that your grandmother used to wear or a cooking smell
that recalls a special place and time when you felt a sense of belong-
ing? We all have olfactory memories of this type, and triggering
them can bring up feelings that may positively or negatively affect
how we feel we belong. The same is true for all our other senses.
Belonging, then, needs to be understood in a way that recognises
this complexity and is not necessarily always defined narrowly in
purely interpersonal terms.

Another aspect of belonging that is sometimes discussed in the
literature on the subject is that which relates to autonomy, choice and
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commitment. This dimension of belonging is described by Toko-pa
Turner in her book Belonging:

At the very heart of “belonging” is the word “long”. To be-long
to something is to stay with it for the long haul. It is an active
choice we make to a relationship, to a place, to our body, to a life
because we value it.

(Turner, 2017, p. 76)

In understanding belonging, it is vital to take account of cross-cultural
considerations, because the nuances of the conceptual language of
belonging can vary widely across the globe. In Australia, for instance,
belonging is core to Indigenous culture and values. The language of
kinship is used to describe the value of all relationships, including
belonging to the land. In Denmark, people use the treasured word
“fellesskab”, a term not readily translatable into English but which indi-
cates togetherness and strongly associated social bonds.

Some writers have also sought to identify differences in the under-
standing of belonging between collectivist cultures and individual-
ist cultures. Much of the thought in this space assumes that Western
culture is individualistic, whereas Eastern culture (usually referring
to East Asia) is collectivistic. On this account, individualist culture
is underpinned by the self and the idea of independence, whereas
collectivist culture is focused on relationships and communities that
function as a collective whole. The paradox here is that when students
are asked about the degree to which they feel a sense of belonging
to their school, students from collectivist countries tend to rate their
sense of belonging much lower than do students from individualist
countries (Cortina et al., 2017). What might be going on to explain
this apparent divergence from expectations? It may be that Eastern
countries have a different way of prioritising belonging. If this is cor-
rect, then when we consider belonging in a cultural context, we will
have to take account of different valuations as well as different con-
ceptualisations and descriptions.
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THE UPS AND DOWNS OF BELONGING

Belonging can be fluid; a person may not always feel that they do or
do not belong, and changes can occur either rapidly or comparatively
slowly. There might be many things or groups we belong to, and what
we belong to may change from week to week. Belonging can be influ-
enced by temporally localised factors, such as the specific interactions
you have with others in a given period and the environment in which
you find yourself at a given time. Your sense of belonging may even be
influenced by rapid sequences of events or stressors that can result in
you questioning your belonging more than once during a given day.
Consider for a moment whether an event has challenged your sense
of belonging to something else in the past. Was it the way someone
looked at you? The absence of a chair around the table? Were you left
off an email list, or did something happen to make you feel like an
imposter at work? Because levels of belonging are affected by such
a broad range of factors, an individual’s sense of belonging is better
understood as being in a state of flux, either rapid or slow-moving,
rather than as being static. This is because a sense of belonging is
deeply subjective, and our persistent inner drive to belong demands
that we regularly reassess and revaluate whether we belong in a given
context.

Belonging-related stressors can be more intense for those who
identify as belonging to racial minorities, those who identify as sexu-
ally or gender diverse or even those who display behaviours, attributes
or abilities that deviate from the so-called social norm (see Chap-
ter 4). The differences between belonging and fitting in have been the
subject of considerable discussion. Professor Brené Brown writes in
her book The Gifts of Imperfection: Let Go of Who You Think You're Supposed to Be
and Embrace Who You Are that “[f ]itting in is about assessing a situation
and becoming who you need to be to be accepted. Belonging, on the
other hand, doesn’t require us to change who we are; it requires us
to be who we are” (Brown, 2010, p. 232). She goes on to say that
a desire to fit in is, in fact, the opposite of belonging. In fact, other
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research has found that the desire to “stand out” — that is, striving for
distinctiveness from others — actually predicts a sense of belonging
(Gray et al., 2019). A desire for uniqueness is common; regardless of
whether an individual’s sense of belonging is rooted in a collectivist
or individualist culture, it may serve as a springboard for a sense of
belonging through the development of self-identity/self-concept.

Greg Walton has paid attention to questions concerning belonging
in adolescence. He has tested many brief interventions concerned
with belonging (see Chapter 2), and the core of his work empha-
sises that not feeling a sense of belonging is normal and commonly
overcome. He suggests that everyone has a feeling of not belonging
from time to time and that these feelings can be made worse by
the human tendency to identify the negative more easily than the
positive — what psychologists call a negative bias. Research into neg-
ative bias has examined how our perceptions and attributions can
affect the ways we think, feel and behave. The hardwiring that biases
us towards the negative can have a deep impact on how we go about
our lives. People will be more likely to make a note of all the reasons
that they do not belong to a group (e.g. “I wasn'’t invited”, “they only
laugh at the jokes of other people”) than the reasons they do belong.
School psychologists working with young people who do not feel like
they belong challenge them to flip their thinking and look instead
for all the evidence for why they do belong, why they are included and
what is working well.

EVERYONE IS INTERESTED IN BELONGING

While many people may not actively focus on the issue of belong-
ing, the subject has become a common interest across a wide variety
of fields, including urban planning, architecture, art, design, media,
medicine, engineering, economics and education. The broad accept-
ance of the importance of belonging seems to have stemmed from
a growing recognition that it plays a vital role in our healthy func-
tioning as people who are in a society. In 2009, the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention (CDC) in the United States prioritised
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belonging in their recommendations and strategies for schools.
Increasing a sense of belonging was seen by the CDC as a matter
of disease prevention, and Chapters 2 and 3 will examine the psy-
chological and physical benefits that can flow from feeling that you
belong across the lifespan.

EVOLUTIONARY PERSPECTIVES

Like many psychological constructs, we can trace our need to belong
back to our prehistoric ancestors, for whom group life and coop-
eration were essential contributing factors to their safety and sur-
vival. Evolutionary theorists posit that a sense of belonging served as
a survival mechanism for our ancient ancestors and that this drive
and need for belonging remains an artefact from an earlier phase of
evolution.

In the early stages of human history, people lived in small groups
in which jobs like hunting, gathering and sentinel labour were shared.
A person who lived a solitary life during these times faced enormous
extra challenges to survive, and rejection from a group could thus
have tragic consequences for an individual. These deep prehistoric
roots offer one explanation as to why the fear of rejection persists
today. Have you ever found yourself in conflict with someone else
over a difference of opinion only to find yourself softening your
stance or ending up in agreement? This tendency to soften positions
to avoid social conflict is a part of the wider complex of tendencies
that incline us to conform to social norms. A need to belong to
others has been observed at both biological and neurological levels,
providing compelling support for the claim that a desire for mean-
ingful social relations is deeply embedded in our DNA. It seems
plausible that a need to belong might still be underpinned by a
genetic influence today. The increasing economic wealth of our soci-
ety means that we can afford to live on our own and migrate away
from the neighbourhoods in which we grew up. This is a supposed
luxury that our ancient ancestors did not have, when living or even
sleeping alone may not have been an option. While the modern-day
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solitary person is unlikely to fall prey to a deadly predator, we are
still learning what kind of impact new social structures and living
arrangements have on our psychological health.

WHAT CAN ANIMALS TEACH US ABOUT
BELONGING?

The human ability to cooperate in a group, work together and seek
benefits from belonging to others has much in common with the
behaviour of other species. The ape family provides the most obvious
point of comparison, but humans also share behavioural traits with
animals as diverse as honeybees and ants, who also work together to
build complex functioning societies (Tomasello, 2014).

The functions served by belonging in groups, or rather by col-
lective group behaviour, differ significantly between species, but for
many animals, the primary goals are predator avoidance, hunting,
foraging and learning/teaching. In many species, young animals learn
how to behave effectively by imitating older animals, in much the
same way as many skills are passed on among humans. The ways that
older humans connect and relate to others is observed by children,
and through this social transmission of information, we learn valua-
ble skills for interacting with others.

Several animal species have been shown to exhibit signs of empa-
thy and compassion. This is particularly evident in service animals,
whose connection to their owners is so powerful that they can sense
their owners’ triggers and signs of distress even before an incident
occurs (Grove & Henderson, 201 8).Animals in many species are also
able to put the needs of others before their own. In one study, rhesus
monkeys opted to starve to death rather than continue to pull a chain
for food when pulling the chain also triggered pain in another mon-
key (Masserman, 1964).

We also know that some species feel social pain and may even
mourn the loss of those to whom they are close. These behaviours are
reflected in common stories about dogs waiting by the side of their
deceased owner or the mournful sounds made by cows when their
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calves are removed. Animals belonging to certain species clearly have
a deep sense of connection to others; when that connection is bro-
ken, it can cause great pain, just as is the case in humans.

The intimate relationships formed by animals can also shed light on
the instinctive need to belong. Several species of animals mate for life,
and most birds will choose another partner only once their current mate
has died. Some species of bees like to sleep together and hold each oth-
er’s feet while doing so. It is also worth considering the inbuilt hom-
ing instinct that many animals possess. Pigeons, turtles and salmon, for
instance, are all able to travel long distances to migrate or to return home.
This desire to move to shared destinations raises the question of whether
it is connected to an intergenerational yearning to belong.

PHILOSOPHICAL ROOTS

Our modern Western understanding of belonging reflects and builds
on the ideas of major early Greek and Roman thinkers. In Plato’s Lysis,
he depicts Socrates as being intimately concerned with the nature of
friendship, and in Symposium, Plato has the comic playwright Aristo-
phanes tell a story about the human soul’s need for company and its
constant quest to be reunited with its missing “other half”. Aristotle
later developed an influential categorisation of types of friendships in
his Nichomachean Ethics, and the Stoics and Epicureans each made the
place of the individual in society central to their views of the good
life, albeit in different ways.

The Stoics developed an ethical theory called oikeiosis, which is
close in Greek to belonging (from oikos, or household), though some-
times translated as appropriation. They argued that humans were natu-
rally disposed to appropriate themselves to their environment and to
the social groupings around them. One Stoic, Hierocles, in explain-
ing the process of ethical development in the 2nd century CE, talks
about thinking of concentric rings around a central point. The
point is the individual and the rings are increasingly distant social
relations — the closest ring is immediate family, then extended fam-
ily, then the village, then the people in the broader region and on
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family

extended family

village

people in the broader region

the human race

Figure 1.1 Adaption of Hierocles’s model of concern.

outwards to the whole human race (Figure 1.1).The goal for the Stoic
is to incrementally bring these concentric rings step by step into the
centre, “appropriating” others to ourselves in such a way that we first
treat our family as we would ourselves, our extended family as our
family and so on. The goal is to appropriate the whole of humanity to
ourselves by bringing the outer circle into the centre.

THEORIES OF BELONGING

According to Maslow’s (1968, 1971) Hierarchy of Needs, the need for
love and belongingness emerge once physiological and safety needs
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are satisfied, suggesting that they are fundamental for humans.
Maslow holds that a failure to satisfy the need for belonging results in
maladjustment and emotional distress, forcing people to invest their
energies in meeting this deficit rather than in higher-level thought
processes. Baumeister and Leary’s (1995) seminal paper The Need to
Belong: Desire for Interpersonal Attachments as a Fundamental Human Motivation also
explores belongingness as a need, stating that human beings have
an innate psychological drive to belong to groups and take part in
meaningful social interactions. They state that “belongingness can be
almost as compelling a need as food” (1995, pp. 497—-529).The food
metaphor is also deployed in Glasser’s work (1986): “Hungry stu-
dents think of food, lonely students look for friends” (p. 20). Most
of us have experienced feeling starving only to open the fridge to see
nothing appealing there at all. A common response to this situation is
to eat something you take no pleasure in, but only for keeping those
pangs of hunger at bay. Belonging can be a bit like this as well. As we
will see in Chapter 6, a person’s need to belong can be so compelling
that if they cannot find a socially acceptable place to belong, they
will seek to belong somewhere that is not socially accepted instead; a
phenomenon that sheds light on the enduring appeal of gangs, cults
and radicalised groups. Another less-extreme way that people often
compensate for a lack of belonging is by investing deeply in one area
of their life, to the detriment of other areas. For instance, if some-
one’s sense of belonging to their family weakens over the years, they
may go to great lengths to invest time and effort into their work, to
strengthen their social relationships with their colleagues in order to
fill the gap.

Although these theories concur in many respects on the status
of belonging as a basic human need, they are concerned primarily
with individuals and the pursuit of the individual need to belong.
Although this certainly forms part of the bigger framework of issues
connected to belonging, an individual-focused approach to the topic
in some ways runs counter to the goal of increasing belonging at a
societal level. In the widely quoted words of the late Chris Peterson,
“other people matter” (Peterson, 2006, p. 249). Indeed, Peterson
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suggests that we can experience something in the company of others
that he describes as pure pleasure. In fact, sociometer theory (Leary, 2010;
Leary et al., 1995) states that all people possess a sociometer, an internal
psychological system that monitors negative or positive social cues.
Changes to a person’s self-esteem because of these cues allow people
to monitor whether there is a threat of rejection, which may influ-
ence their motivation towards engaging in behaviours that increase
their social acceptance. While the sociometer is described as an inter-
nal gauge, core to this theory are the interactions with others within
a social environment.

Few theories acknowledge that most people in society are intrin-
sically intertwined with complex systems and group processes,
simply through their daily interactions. Systems theory (Von Ber-
talanfly, 1968) offers another perspective to help us grasp just how
deeply embedded we are in our social contexts. Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological systems theory (1979), for example, offers a genuinely
helpful way of examining belonging. Socioecological theories are
concerned with the systems found in societies and suggest that, for
most people, the family is the first unit to which a person belongs,
followed by their school and local community, with each person
belonging to an increasingly broad network of groups and systems
as their lives progress. According to Bronfenbrenner (1979), people
are at the centre of “layers” in their environment, which can have a
significant effect on their lives. Similar to the philosophy outlined
by the Stoics, these layers are presented in concentric rings usually
described as microsystems, mesosystems, exosystems and macrosys-
tems. The microsystem is the immediate environment (e.g. home,
school, work), while the mesosystem layer describes the interactions
among and between the individual’s microsystems and broader sys-
tems. For example, for a child who is at the centre of the system,
how their parents engage with their school teachers, peers and the
parents of their peers are described in terms of the mesosystem.
The layer described as the exosystem covers the broader settings that
lie outside the immediate sphere of the individual, such as a local
neighbourhood or community. Finally, the macrosystem includes the
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largest and most distant systems that are still present and influential
on the life of an individual, such as their culture, values and political
and economic systems. Research has found that all of the elements
in the system interact with how a person belongs — from their cul-
ture, through their family, to something so impersonal as legislation
(see Chapter 4, where the use of not belonging as a form of punish-
ment is discussed) (Allen et al., 2016, 2018a, 2018b). Because of
this, ecological systems provide a comprehensive means by which to
investigate belonging in society. Imagine if your goal was to create a
comprehensive solution to address loneliness in society by helping
people who do not feel that they belong. You would not simply find
the people in question more friends. Rather, you would need to look
at the broader picture, at their neighbours, their community and the
culture in which they are positioned. You would also need to ask how
other systems help or hinder belonging and need to pay attention to
the characteristics that individuals might have. The optimal routes
to a solution might differ depending on whether a person values
belonging, whether they have the skills to belong and whether they
want to belong (see Chapter 7).

Bowlby (1988) offers another strong voice directed towards the
examination of belonging. Bowlby’s theory of attachment emphasises
the importance of interactions between parents and their children
in the early and formative years, stressing that these interactions
inform the nature and quality of their future relationships. Attach-
ment theory shows how pivotal these early bonds and relationships
are in laying the groundwork for trust and relationships with other
people throughout our lives. Bowlby's still face experiment is one of
the most difficult experiments to observe as a parent. This approach
studied the reactions of infants to a non-expressive (blank-faced)
mother across three minutes of interaction. After the infants make
repeated failed attempts to coax out of their mothers an expression
or interaction, we see that the infants tended to withdraw and turn
away from their mothers. The reaction, which may seem unsurpris-
ing, provides a glimmer of insight into how difficult early attachment
may be for babies with parents dealing with mental health concerns
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(e.g. post-natal depression), substance use issues or who have attach-
ment issues themselves.

One infamous experiment to test a child’s attachment to their
mother is Mary Ainsworth’s strange situation classification (SSC).
This original study, which has since been replicated many times, ini-
tially observed one hundred American infants aged between 12 and
18 months. The infants were observed through a two-way mirror to
see how they responded when their mother left them with a stranger
for a time before returning. Ainsworth and Bell (1970) identified
three main attachment styles — secure, avoidant and resistant — and
concluded that these attachment styles were formed because of early
interactions with the mother. A child with a secure attachment would
be distressed when their mother left, whereas an avoidant child would
show no signs of distress. The behaviour of the child, when reunited
with their mother, was also observed. Upon the mother’s return, a
securely attached child would typically be happy, whereas children
with resistant or avoidant attachment would push the mother away
or show little or no interest in their return. Ainsworth’s work showed
that there are many shades of attachment.

More recent research on maternal sensitivity has found that
for children around six months of age, the mother’s reaction dur-
ing times of stress predicted a child’s level of attachment secu-
rity (Leerkes, 2011). These results emphasise the importance of
being responsive, attentive, sensitive and empathetic in the earli-
est months of a child’s life. An individual’s sense of belonging is
shaped by their early experiences (as we will see in more detail
in Chapter 2), and this means that it is paramount that parents
have the skills and abilities to facilitate healthy attachment from the
beginning of their relationship with their child. When this is not
the case, appropriate support needs to be made available to assist
parent and child.

MEASURING BELONGING

The sense of belonging instrument (SOBI) is one of the most
widely used measures of belonging currently available. This 27-item
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self-report measure, developed by Hagerty and Patusky (1995),
consists of two distinct scales: the SOBI-P (psychological state), which
measures sense of belonging in terms of valued involvement and fit in
relationships, and the SOBI-A (antecedents), which examines events
that happened in the past. The version of the SOBI provided next has
been adapted slightly to make it a little more user-friendly (specifi-
cally item 4 of the SOBI-P has been adjusted).

SENSE OF BELONGING INSTRUMENT

Look at the statements in the following scales and rate them using the
four-point Likert scale (1 = strongly agree, 2 = agree, 3 = disagree,
4 = strongly disagree) for the Sense of Belonging Psychological
(SOBI-P) and (4 = strongly agree, 3 = agree, 2 = disagree, 1 =
strongly disagree) for the Sense of Belonging Antecedents (SOBI-A).
Think about the degree to which you experience a sense of belonging
in a group, organisation or another environment. The total belonging
score is a sum of the scores of the individual items and can range from
27 to 108, with higher scores indicating a greater sense of belonging.
Sense of Belonging Psychological (SOBI-P)

Items Strongly | Agree (2) | Disagree (3) | Strongly
agree (1) disagree (4)

1 1 often wonder if there is
any place on earth where
I really fit in.

2 Tam just not sure if I fit
in with my friends.

3 Iwould describe myself
as a misfit in most social
situations.

4 T generally feel that
people do not accept me.

5 I feel like a piece of a jig-
saw puzzle that doesn'’t
fit into the puzzle.
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Items

Strongly
agree (1)

Agree (2)

Disagree (3)

Strongly
disagree (4)

6

Iwould like to make a
difference to people or
things around me, but
I don’t feel what I have
to offer is valued.

I feel like an outsider in
most situations.

I am troubled by feeling
like T have no place in
this world.

I could disappear for
days and it wouldn’t
matter to my family.

10

In general, I don’t feel a
part of the mainstream
of society.

11

I feel like I observe
life rather participate
in it.

12

If I died tomorrow, very
few people would come
to my funeral.

13

I feel like a square
peg trying to fit into a
round hole.

14

Idon’t feel that there is
any place where I really
fit in this world.

15

I am uncomfortable

that my background

and experiences are so
different from those who
are usually around me.

16

I could not see or call
my friends for days and
it wouldn’t matter to
them.
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Items Strongly | Agree (2) | Disagree (3) | Strongly
agree (1) disagree (4)

17 I feel left out of things.

18 Iam not valued by or
important to my friends.

SCORE

Sense of Belonging Antecedents (SOBI-A)

Items Strongly | Agree (3) | Disagree (2) | Strongly
agree (4) disagree (1)

19 It is important to me
that T am valued or
accepted by others.

20 In the past, I have felt valued
and important to others.

21 Itis important to me
that I fit somewhere in
this world.

22 Thave qualities that can
be important to others.

23 Tam working on fitting
in better with those
around me.

24 Twant to be a part
of things going on
around me.

25 Itis important to me
that my thoughts and
opinions are valued.

26 Generally, other people
recognize my strengths
and good points.

27 1 can make myself fit in
anywhere.

SCORE

TOTAL SCORE
(Add SOBI-P +
SOBI-A)

Source: Reprinted with permission from B. Hagerty (Hagerty & Patusky, 1995)
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Was your score higher or lower than you might have anticipated?
The SOBI shows a strong relationship with measures of depression
and loneliness. If your score was low, and you are feeling unsatisfied
with your level of belonging, please reach out to your support net-
works, including your GP or local helplines for further support, and
perhaps also to discuss how you may be able to feel more satisfied
with your sense of belonging.



2

BELONGING BEGINS
AT BIRTH

Belonging is often said to begin at birth. Despite the absence of
research in this area, it is reasonable to suppose that the conditions
underlying how a person feels belonging begin to be set in place even
before conception. Any parent who has experienced the physical loss
of a baby during pregnancy or the conceptual loss of a baby when
finding out that they cannot conceive knows the pain associated with
the loss of the potential future bond with a child. It is widely accepted
that the innate motivation we have to connect with others is deeply
embedded in our biological makeup. The aim of this chapter is to
demonstrate the fundamental importance of belonging, from the ear-
liest stages of our lives and even back to the formative periods that
precede them. We will consider the biological studies and neuropsy-
chological research that have emphasised the importance of belong-
ing for individuals in their early years through to adolescence.

BELONGING IS IN OUR BIOLOGY

From the moment we are born, we strive to connect to our primary
caregivers. Of course, this makes sense biologically. Our primary car-
egivers are the same people who ensure our wellbeing and provide
food, safety and shelter. If we were somehow capable of rejecting our
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caregivers from birth, we would find ourselves in all sorts of trou-
ble. Compared to other mammals, baby humans are one of the most
helpless species. Most mammals can learn to walk shortly after birth;
others can swim; and some birds are born with a full set of flight
feathers. A six-month-old panda can climb a tree, whereas a baby
human of the same age is barely capable of sitting independently.
The reason for this comparative helplessness is a biological trade-off
that sacrifices the independence of human newborns to ensure they
are small enough to pass safely from their mothers’” bodies into the
waiting world. Due to their helplessness, humans have no choice but
to belong to their parents or other caregivers from birth. Indeed, that
we do so is, in fact, critical to our survival.

Neuroscientist Mathew Lieberman suggests in his book Social that
we never actually switch off our thoughts about others and our rela-
tionships to them (Lieberman, 2013). Put simply, our brain enters
a “default network” state when resting which mirrors the neural
activity that occurs when we engage in social interaction. Lieberman
suggests that when we shut our eyes and attempt to clear our minds,
most of us will innately think of others or of ourselves in relation to
others. Why don’t you try it right now? Close your eyes, try to clear
your mind and see what thoughts arise. The default network has been
observed in babies as young as two weeks old, providing evidence that
we are indeed born to belong.

BELONGING FOR BABIES, CHILDREN
AND ADOLESCENTS

We can now turn to consider how crucial belonging is to us from the
day we are born and how it informs every developmental milestone
and stage in our lives.

INFANCY

Immediately after birth, when a baby is first placed on its mother’s
abdomen, it will, in most cases, find its way instinctively to the breast
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to feed. The breast craw! serves a dual benefit to both mother and baby
in terms of bonding. Extended contact after birth has been found to
be associated with a range of benefits, including decreased risk of fail-
ure to thrive and even decreased risk of child abuse and parental neglect
later. In some small way, the clumsy, haphazard, yet intentional crawl
from abdomen to breast symbolises the early phases of belonging for
infants by manifesting their connection to one of the most important
relationships they will have in their lives.

The need to belong is present from the moment of birth, and the
skills associated with belonging emerge early on in life as well (Over,
2016). From around six to eight weeks, most babies will begin to
exhibit social behaviour. Babies can be observed smiling at caregiv-
ers as early as six weeks, and by 12 weeks can be seen smiling at
others. Verbal exchanges between infant and caregivers also begin to
emerge around this time. These are verbal exchanges with recipro-
cal turn-taking, something like conversational ping-pong but with
babble instead of fully formed words. We can also see joint attention
develop during this period, with the young baby showing a desire
to give their attention to objects and interesting stimuli. The ability
to imitate emerges from these early stages, and this skill plays an
important role in the transmission of social information. Think back
to the Bowlby’s still face experiment discussed in Chapter 1. Imagine
how detrimental to these processes non-responsiveness at these early
stages of development would be.

Around the 14—18-month mark, babies go through a phase —
which many parents will remember with great frustration — in
which they learn to throw their dummy, teddy or other objects to the
ground. If the object is returned to them, it will promptly be thrown
down again and again. As tedious as this game may become for the
caregiver, it marks an important development in our social growth
and an early indication of our natural and innate desire to connect
with one another. A game that seems to involve the rejection of an
item is actually a game that facilitates bonding.

The most compelling evidence of our need to belong from birth
can be found in the consequences of the absence of belonging. In
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cases of abuse, neglect or disorganised attachment, the absence of
a sense of belonging has a devastating impact on psychological and
social functioning, which extends through childhood and adoles-
cence and well into adulthood. There are many examples in the social
psychological literature of the effects of social isolation at a young age
(Braddock & Gonzalez, 2010; Matthews et al., 2016). A famous case
discussed in many undergraduate psychology classes as an example of
the effects of isolation and neglect is that of Genie Wiley.

Genie (a pseudonym) suffered complex trauma during childhood
(Fromkin et al., 1974). From infancy, her father would strap her to
a toilet and force her to wear a straitjacket that restricted arm move-
ments for up to 13 hours a day. She was physically abused with a
bat and prohibited from talking or crying. Genie developed several
physiological problems and developmental delays such as the inability
to chew, swallow, walk or focus her eyes. Children in such situations
are often referred to rather cruelly as feral, but the reality is that these
outcomes are, for the most part, the consequence of significant abuse
and neglect on the part of adults (Fromkin et al., 1974).

When belonging is interrupted, particularly in extreme cases like
Genie’s, the children involved do not have the opportunity to learn
human social behaviours from peers or adults, and their language
development may also be delayed. Their future relationships are
impeded, and the devastating consequences of their abuse are often
lifelong.

The human connections that are so fundamental at birth and in
the first months and years of life are equally relevant at each later stage
and especially as we enter older age.

EARLY CHILDHOOD

Early childhood is a developmental period marked by significant phys-
ical and cognitive growth. When we think about child development
and school readiness at this stage, we often think about academic-
orientated gains and maybe a few motor skills: Do they know their
colours? Can they count to ten? Can they read their own name? Can
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they dress themselves? Can they open a lunch box? However, the
social development that occurs in this period is just as crucial for
school readiness. Sharing, turn-taking, regulating emotions, making
decisions about play and resolving conflict are among the skills that
begin to emerge at this age but which may take years to consolidate.
In early childhood, we begin to see children engage in behaviour
that increases social interaction and demonstrates the development
of social behaviour and even moral development. We see children
move into a phase in which friendships are formed, a phase in which
they no longer just play alongside their peers but play with their peers.

Young children at this age seek social acceptance from peers and
adults and in doing so begin to demonstrate social conformity. In a
2011 study, Haun and Tomasello administered a modified Asch Task
to a group of four-year-olds. The children were divided into groups of
four, three of whom were given the same (correct) picture to look at
while one child was given a different (incorrect) picture. All the chil-
dren were asked a question that related to the visual stimulus given
to the three children with the correct picture, creating a situation
in which the child who was given something else would be unable
to answer accurately. The results of the experiment were interesting:
when the children with the images that corresponded to the question
were asked the question first, the child with the alternative picture
would respond in the same way — even though their picture did not
match the question. This provides strong evidence for the supposition
that behaviour related to social conformity begins early in life. Chil-
dren seek social acceptance from others to such a strong degree that
they are willing to share incorrect answers to avoid the risk of being
part of an outgroup.

In adults, phenomena that take similar forms to the behaviour
found in this experiment are often referred to as “groupthink”
(a term borrowed by psychologists from George Orwell’s 1984).
Groupthink takes place when the desire for social conformity takes
place at the expense of rational decision-making. Individuals avoid
voicing opinions or reporting facts that depart from the collective
beliefs of the group in order to avoid conflict. The result can be the
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creation of an environment in which only collective agreement is
socially acceptable. The group can become resistant to new evidence,
which can lead to poor decision-making and a lack of critical evalu-
ation. This phenomenon shows just how much value humans place
on belonging to a group: at times they are willing to censor their
own speech and even their thoughts to retain group membership
and approval.

Young children are strongly aware of inclusive and exclusive types
of play behaviour from an early age. Belonging is closely linked to
inclusion and peer acceptance, with group approval as the corner-
stone of a sense of belonging to a peer group at this stage. As we will
see in Chapter 4, children can find themselves ostracised from peer
groups because their behaviour or physical attributes diverge from
group norms. It is therefore vital that young children learn inclusive
behaviours and hear messages advocating tolerance and acceptance.
Social skills are also important at this age. Many children in this age
group go through a phase of testing boundaries — testing the limits
of rules at home and school while testing limits with peers as well. It
is not uncommon for children of this age who lack interactive social
skills or vocabulary to engage in behaviour that is not appropriate (e.g.
pushing others). These children may have a strong desire to interact
with others without yet having the skills to play in an appropriate
way. It is crucial, then, that these children are not simply delivered
a consequence for their behaviour but are also taught the necessary
skills to interact appropriately.

CHILDHOOD

Relationships outside of the home increase during childhood, and
school becomes an important locus of belonging for most children,
especially with regard to student—teacher relationships. Most chil-
dren endeavour to conform to social norms most of the time. This
is because children become more conscious about matching their
behaviour to that of their peers, marking an important point in the
development of their need to belong and feel included.
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An understanding of the thoughts, feelings and intentions of others
can be detected in children as young as five years old. Some research-
ers describe this development as the child forming an emerging the-
ory of mind. A famous test for theory of mind is the Sally-Anne test
created by Simon Baron-Cohen and colleagues (1985). This involves
showing a child a cartoon with two characters: Sally and Anne. In the
cartoon, Sally has a basket and Anne has a box. Sally also has a marble.
She puts the marble into her basket then leaves the room to go for
a walk. While Sally is away, Anne takes the marble from the basket
and places it in her box. The child is then asked where Sally should
look for her marble upon her return. A child who is able to predict
the intentions of others will say that Sally will look in her basket for
the marble. The acquisition of theory of mind is understood to be a
developmental process, one that fits around the concept of empathy.
Empathy facilitates a sense of belongingness through our ability to
put ourselves in someone else’s shoes. Research suggests that empathy
is a distinct psychological construct in predicting children’s social
functioning (Wang & Wang, 2015).

Studies have also found that children display a strong desire to be
viewed positively, to form social bonds and to manage a reputation.
Important support for this comes from work on reputation man-
agement that shows that young children are less likely to engage in
antisocial behaviours such as stealing when they are being watched
by a peer or adult (compared to when they are on their own; Engel-
mann et al.,, 2012). This shows that the children are beginning to
understand the importance of peer approval and inclusion at school
and are less willing to act in ways that risk losing approval and inclu-
sion, regardless of their views about any underlying moral status of
their actions. Sadly, patterns of social rejection in the schoolyard
can become entrenched in play behaviours. Negative reputations
can develop, leading to children being labelled as problematic, thus
cementing the perceptions of others in a way that leads to a feedback
loop of further exclusion.

Those children who lack the foundations needed to belong in
childhood report increased levels of dysfunction, psychosocial
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disturbance and difficulties later in life. Messages directed at build-
ing positive relationships and belonging in childhood — from both
parents and particularly schools — are therefore fundamental tools
for helping to build strong foundations for empathy, acceptance and
tolerance of others as a child grows.

ADOLESCENCE

While a sense of belonging is important for children, we know that
belonging is especially important for adolescents. Adolescence is
sometimes described as the period during which young people rely
less on their parents for social support. This is certainly the case for
younger teenagers: peer groups and the need to belong become more
important for social identity, psychosocial adjustment, coping, resil-
iency, and ultimately, the transition into adulthood. Younger adoles-
cents have been found to draw advice and social support from their
peers more so than older adolescents.

Self-presentation and reputation management become central
concerns for adolescents as they learn social norms and boundaries.
Children and adolescents with poor or limited social and emotional
competencies, such as emotional regulation, can encounter issues
related to belonging. Consequently, a solid understanding of social
skills and successful social development is a foundation for belonging
at this age.

Researchers have often wondered whether the need to belong
changes across the lifespan of the individual, and it is thanks to
research focused on adolescence that we can now begin to under-
stand how detrimental “not belonging” can be for this age group.
Adolescents appear to be more sensitive to ostracism than any other
age group. One explanation for this may be related to the neural
development that occurs during this period. Adolescence is marked
by complex processes of neural attrition and growth. Neural imag-
ing research shows that during adolescence, the brain undergoes a
unique trajectory of neural development and maturation in regions
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that are involved in the processing of complex social interactions
and frameworks (Arain et al., 2013; Burnett et al., 2011). Adoles-
cence is also marked by the development of social identity, to which
a sense of belonging is critical (Friedman, 2007). Social identity is
defined as a person’s sense of who they are and it is informed by their
membership to groups. The different groups (e.g. family, friends,
clubs, hobbies) to which people belong contribute to how people
perceive themselves (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Finding a group in
which a person can really be themselves and at the same time feel
safe, respected, cared for and liked is important for many people’s
sense of belonging. For adolescents, this acceptance might be found
in a family group, but it is more common for adolescents to look
to a peer group or school group as they seek to extend their social
identity beyond the family unit. As peer groups become increasingly
important, social isolation and exclusion equally have an increas-
ingly direct negative effect on psychosocial adjustment and transi-
tion into adulthood.

Beverly Daniel Tatum asks in her book Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting
Together in the Cafeteria? what is often a burning question for staff work-
ing in secondary schools and frequently also for students themselves
as well. Tatum notes that the title question in itself is revealing, since
nobody asks why all the white students sit together; even the fram-
ing of the issue identifies a primary group and a group marked by
difference. In early childhood, it is typical to see young children of
different races mixing together, but during adolescence, we see the
separation of ethnic and cultural groups of all types, a phenomenon
that is not specific to Black adolescents. It is easy to see why Tatum
believes that so-called self-segregation is a developmental process that
has its origins in a response to the environmental stressor of racism
and that adolescents as a coping strategy join cultural groups with
which they identify.

We know that Black history is steeped in racism and messages of
exclusion in many parts of the Western world. These messages are
amplified for adolescents in educational settings, with their particular
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sensitivity to the undercurrents at play in ingroup membership (Gray
etal., 2018).

Scholars acknowledge that race and identity are critical for
understanding patterns of belonging, motivation, and perfor-
mance because stigmatized social identity groups such as Black
Americans are at a heightened risk of receiving disconfirming
messages about whether they fit within academic spaces.

(Gray etal., 2018, p. 1)

They further ask,

What opportunities do Black students have to establish a sense
of belonging when school systems have historically prohibited
Black people from receiving formal education and are currently
complicit in inequitable education?

(Gray et al., 2018, p. 1)

Both Tatum and Gray acknowledge as problematic the fact that the
identity development of Black teenagers, and teenagers of other racial
minority groups elsewhere around the world, can often have conse-
quences that increase future cycles of exclusion due to cultural stere-
otypes and ingroup norms that devalue academic achievement. While
stereotypes and heuristics are a normal cognitive process, they can
exaggerate differences and similarities between people and perpet-
uate bias. Examining race in this way is deeply complex, especially
when othering can occur within the same race, such as in the case
of different skin tones (Sapolsky, 2017). Gray and colleagues (2018)
present the example of clothing emblazoned with explicit or implicit
phraseology or symbols intended to convey race-related identity
beliefs. In some cases, these may aim to promote or deter connec-
tions to other spheres of belonging, such as school and achievement.
However, as Gray and colleagues point out, a “colour-blind” approach
to managing race-related issues can be problematic because issues of
prejudice and discrimination can be ignored altogether.
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As this example shows, belonging is not an unmitigated good
and can be paradoxical in many ways. Belonging to an outgroup
means not belonging to an ingroup, and exclusion from an out-
group can lead some to look towards other means of belonging and
spaces where they can feel accepted. This might lead some to seek
alignment with mainstream societal norms, whereas others may be
pushed towards the extremes in their search for acceptance and
belonging.

Identity formation is a key feature of adolescent development.
During this time, adolescents develop emotional maturity needed to
make choices regarding future directions in adulthood. Belonging is
also important for psychosocial adjustment. Priorities and expecta-
tions with respect to belonging change as the individual transitions
from childhood to adolescence. For example, in preadolescence and
early adolescence, friendship groups and a sense of belonging play
a pivotal role in the transition to high school. During adolescence,
belonging to groups takes on an increasing importance for the indi-
vidual, and group membership plays an important role in the shaping
of social identity. Thus, friendships play a key role in providing social
identity as well as social support, both of which are mechanisms for
supporting psychosocial adjustment and wellbeing during adoles-
cence (Mensah et al.,, 2013).

A sense of belonging to friendship groups has been found to
ease the sometimes rocky and tumultuous transition into adulthood
(Quinn & Oldmeadow, 2013). It can be particularly important dur-
ing middle adolescence, when friendship changes occur and feelings
of disconnection towards school can be felt. Negative experiences
related to a sense of belonging during adolescence can have a pro-
foundly negative impact on psychosocial adjustment (Allen et al.,
2014). Involvement in extracurricular activities may assist in buffer-
ing these negative effects, offering youth with new groups to which
they can belong, but research points to a decline in youth partici-
pation in ingroups outside of school. There are fewer young people
engaged in team sports and in regular outside play than there was in
previous generations (The Aspen Institute, 2019).
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BELONGING TO SCHOOL

Schools offer important opportunities for children and adolescents
to belong. This sense of belonging can transcend generations and
can last well beyond the time that the individual leaves school and
ventures out into the wider world. Parents with adult children may
speak fondly about the school they attended themselves or even rem-
inisce about their own involvement in the school that their children
attended. For many children and young people, schools can offer a
central and communal experience of belonging. School belonging
has been found to be positively associated with academic motivation,
wellbeing, self-concept and self-esteem. It is known to reduce the
likelihood of truancy, school dropout and substance use and to buffer
the effects of suicidal ideation, depression and anxiety (Abdollahi
et al., 2020; Arslan et al., 2020; McMahon et al., 2004; Pittman &
Richmond, 2007; Shochet et al., 2006; Wyman et al., 2019).

Feelings of affiliation and attachment can vary in type and degree
among students. A high sense of school belonging correlates with
positive psychological functioning at school, such as self-esteem,
ability to cope with problems as they arise, improved mental health
and academic motivation (Allen & Boyle, 2016; Slaten et al., 2016).
School belonging is inversely related to school dropout rates, tru-
ancy and risk-taking behaviours. It is no surprise that students are
more likely to enjoy and be interested in school and classwork when
they feel a positive sense of belonging to peers and teachers. A higher
sense of belonging also positively correlates with students’ “commit-
ment to their work, higher expectations of success, and lower levels
of anxiety” (Osterman, 2000, p. 331).

When students do not feel a sense of belonging to school, they
may act in ways that challenge the other factors that influence their
sense of belonging (e.g. positive relationships with others) and seek
belonging elsewhere (Okonofua et al., 2016). Students are less likely
to turn to deviant peers for a sense of belonging if they have formed
meaningful and positive relationships with fellow classmates and
teachers (Lenzi et al., 2019). Disturbingly, recent research has shown
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that a low sense of attachment to school is a common connecting fac-
tor linking school shootings, suicidal behaviour in adolescence and
youth radicalisation.

In nearly all school shootings that have been studied, the perpe-
trators appear to have felt little attachment to their schools, teach-
ers and peers. The research carried out by Wike and Fraser (2009)
found concerning evidence that shootings occur in schools that have
higher degrees of social stratification, strained relationships between
teachers and students and fewer opportunities for school-sanctioned
activities. In this research, schools that were at greatest risk of gun
violence did not provide individualised support to students and had
school climates characterised by disrespectful behaviour towards
peers and teachers and by bullying (Roffey & Boyle, 2018).

According to Professor John Hattie (2002), 95% of five-year-olds
want to come to school to learn, a figure that drops to 30% by the
end of primary school and then rises slightly in high school. For
most, then, it seems that school — as a learning institution — is not
an inviting place to belong. A cross-national survey of data from 72
countries suggests that as many as one in three students does not
feel a sense of belonging to their school. Worryingly, the proportion
of students who do not feel like they belong has grown over the past
decade, but this issue has so far received little in the way of a con-
certed response from policymakers and governments (Allen et al.,
2019; Roffey et al., 2019).

STUDENT-TEACHER RELATIONSHIP

My own research has found that of all the predictors associated with
a sense of belonging to school, the strength of student—teacher rela-
tionships was the most powerful (Allen et al., 2018). Yet how we
nurture that relationship in a climate of high teacher stress, stand-
ardised testing, high attrition rates among graduate teachers and high
levels of teacher burnout raises more than a few questions (Allen &
Kern, 2017, 2019). An analysis of 27,500 teachers in the UK who
trained between 2011 and 2015 found that one-quarter of those who
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graduated had left the profession within three years. Data from Aus-
tralia captured through the Hunter Institute of Mental Health found
that up to half of the 453 Australian teachers sampled left the profes-
sion in the first five years after graduation. Those questioned in the
study cited not having enough time and having too much work as
the biggest challenge of the job. It seems possible, then, that teachers
do not have either the time or the resources to build the important
connections they need with their students.

One thing we do know is that the strength of teachers’ sense of
belonging to their schools predicts their students’ sense of belonging.
Teacher welfare thus needs to be urgently evaluated as part of any
strategy for increasing school belonging among students. However,
mandatory programmes or professional development may run coun-
ter to what well-meaning leadership is trying to achieve. Likewise,
introducing additional burdens and pressure by asking teachers to
run interventions and produce dazzling new strategies to increase
student belonging may also be at odds with building belonging in
school communities. A better approach may be to provide teachers
with more time and resources and to ask them directly what would
strengthen their own sense of belonging.

We also know that a teacher’s sense of belonging to the school
principal’s ingroup can also help mitigate many of the challenges that
teachers experience and increase psychological safety (Gerlach &
Gockel, 2018). Finding ways to strengthen the teacher-principal rela-
tionship thus also seems likely to have significant effects on student
and staft belonging to school.

NEGATIVE STUDENT-TEACHER
RELATIONSHIPS

Significant research describes the importance of the student—teacher
relationship in fostering a sense of school belonging. Unfortunately,
not all students experience their relationships with their teachers as
supportive, and some instead find that they are labelled as falling into
a problematic group at an early point in their school career. Some
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teachers treat students differently based on their race, gender, appear-
ance, ability, socioeconomic status and more. This type of differ-
ential treatment can significantly decrease a student’s chances of
success (Osterman, 2000). Negative school experiences can create
a weak connection to teachers and the school community, lead-
ing to disengagement from the classroom and peers (Wallace et al.,
2012) and may ultimately result in school dropout. Studies examin-
ing students who have dropped out from school show that feelings
of alienation or ostracism from a school community, teachers or
fellow students can be a primary driver for the decision to leave
school early.

The Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) data also
offers some clues concerning the social challenges facing young people:

35% of students reported that at least a few times per month
their teachers called on them less than they called on others;
21% said their teachers gave them the impression they were less
intelligent than they were; 18% of students reported that their
teachers grade them more harshly than others; 14% reported
that their teachers discipline them more harshly than others;
10% reported their teachers ridicule them; 9% reported their
teachers insult them in front of others; boys were more likely
than girls to report that their teachers did not treat them fairly.
(OECD, 2017, p. 126)

HOW CAN WE CREATE SPHERES OF
BELONGING FOR YOUNG PEOPLE?

Some of the most effective methods for fostering school belonging
include the following:

(a) implementing high standards and expectations and providing
academic support to all students; (b) applying fair and consistent
disciplinary policies that are collectively agreed upon and fairly
enforced; (c) creating trusting relationships among students,
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teachers, staff, administrators, and families; (d) hiring and sup-
porting capable teachers skilled in content, teaching techniques,
and classroom management to meet each leaner’s needs; (e) fos-
tering high parent/family expectations for school performance
and school completion; and (f') ensuring that every student feels
close to at least one supportive adult at school.
(Wingspread Declaration on School
Connections, 2004, p. 233)

Osterman (2000) asserts that it is the responsibility of teachers
and schools to encourage a sense of belonging and community in
the school, through the creation and implementation of communal
activities and learning opportunities. Specific training in collaborative
techniques among teachers and students has the potential to signif-
icantly increase the number of students who have a greater sense of
school belonging (Lenzi et al., 2019).

The goal of building belonging in schools should be integrated
with ongoing practices that already occur throughout a typical school
day rather than being added as an extra task. Professor Kathryn Riley
emphasised that schools cannot simply tell their students that they
need to belong because belonging is not a behaviour that can be
demanded or required. Rather, schools need to prioritise, value and
teach social and emotional competencies, which can help lay solid
foundations for a culture of belonging.

The need for early-years approaches is recognised in Australia
though The Early Years Framework’s “Being, Becoming, and Belonging”,
which prioritises the need to belong at a young age. In pursuing the
goals of this framework, it is necessary to strive to create a culture of
social inclusion so that acceptance, inclusion and empathy towards
others become social norms. The work of Vivian Paley and her rule
“You can’t say you can’t play” (YCSYCP) provide one approach to cre-
ating a norm around belonging for children as young as three years of
age. By the time children begin primary school, social rules around
exclusion and ostracisation are already entrenched. Consequently,
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early intervention is critical to making a difference. YCSYCP sets the
scene for inclusion and belonging as soon as children are old enough
to understand it as a social rule.

Professor Amanda Harrist has built on Paley’s social rule by devel-
oping an intervention around it (Harrist & Bradley, 2003). We learn
from her research that the rule should be introduced early on, along-
side other class rules, because patterns of rejection can become estab-
lished quickly. Harrist also advises that there needs to be understanding
and buy-in by the children, along with lots of roleplay, coaching and
modelling. A randomised, controlled test of the intervention for chil-
dren with obesity in 29 rural schools found that obese children in the
YCSYCP classrooms had significantly lower weight over the follow-
ing three years than children in the control group classrooms. These
results convey important information, because obesity can be a sign
of emotional distress and a source of rejection by peers.

Tackling social competence early on is also widely recommended
in the scholarship on belonging. During the early years, skills that facil-
itate a sense of belonging include turn-taking, emotional regulation,
coping skills, inclusive play behaviours, language and communication
skills (Allen et al., 2017; St. Amand et al., 2017; Frydenberg et al.,
2012). Proactively providing children with these skills can reduce
exclusion and increase belonging by making it easier for children to
know how to behave in a way that is conducive to group activity.

Professor Greg Walton'’s research on social belonging interventions
has older students talk to younger students about the challenges they
may have faced in belonging when they transitioned to high school
or university. The younger students get to hear from older students
representing various social and demographic groupings that they too
were worried about their belonging when they first started and that
they may also have experienced negative events that are just a normal
part of the transition. Walton found that when students understand
that the challenges of transition are common and improvable and that
those early feelings of a lack of belonging are not permanent, they are
able to infer that the same events happening to them need not mean
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that they do not belong. Instead, these events are recast as just a nor-
mative part of the transition. When students see challenges as normal
difficulties that can be overcome, they stay more engaged in school.

WHY DO WE NEED TO PROMOTE POSITIVE
INTERACTIONS IN SCHOOLS?

In addition to promoting belonging in schools because a sense of
belonging meets a fundamental human need, fostering belonging
also serves as a protective factor for those children who are most vul-
nerable. In almost all education systems worldwide, socioeconomi-
cally disadvantaged students and students from minority backgrounds
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12

Figure 2.1 Positive interactions of a typical child.

Source: Adapted from Ludy-Dobson & Perry, 2010. Reprinted with permission
from B. Perry
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report a lower sense of belonging than do more advantaged students
(Uwah et al., 2008). Addressing a sense of school belonging in these
groups has been shown to close the achievement gap by as much as
50%—-60% (Gehlbach et al., 2016; Walton, 2014).

Research from Christine Ludy-Dobson and Bruce Perry (2010)
demonstrates that children with trauma histories can be vulnerable
to low belonging due to the lack of positive interactions they may
have over the course of a typical day. Figure 2.1 shows a 24-hour
map over a two-week period. The arrows represent positive inter-
actions. The arrows that can be seen in the inner circle represent
positive interactions with family. The arrows in the next circle repre-
sent positive interactions with friends. Arrows that reach to the larger

24
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12

Figure 2.2 Positive interactions of a child in foster care.

Source: Adapted from Ludy-Dobson & Perry, 2010. Reprinted with permission
from B. Perry
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circle represent positive interactions with classmates/acquaintances.
Arrows outside the circle represent interactions with strangers. Fig-
ure 2.1 represents a typical child, whereas Figure 2.2 represents a
child in foster care. The stark contrast between the figures show how
different people can experience social interactions and that those
who need them the most may not be getting them.

Belonging in childhood and adolescence is fundamental to psy-
chological wellbeing. As we will see in the Chapter 3, the benefits of
belonging during the school years can have lasting effects well into
adulthood.



3

BELONGING IN ADULTHOOD

Research has demonstrated that individuals who report a sense of
belonging to groups and networks in childhood and adolescence
are more likely to exhibit positive psychological functioning across a
range of variables in adulthood. Moreover, having a sense of belonging
in the adult years is also associated with a range of benefits, including
physical health and longevity. Here we will discuss belonging as it
relates to early adulthood and extends into the later years of our lives.

PUTTING THE “LONG” IN BELONG

The benefits associated with a sense of belonging to school appear to
continue to pay off later in life as well. Young people with a sense of
belonging at school also report a greater overall sense of psychologi-
cal wellbeing in adulthood (O’Connor et al., 2010).

Steiner and colleagues examined the relationship between fam-
ily and school belonging among adolescents and its health-related
outcomes during adulthood. This longitudinal study involved the
participation of 14,800 adolescents who had self-reported their risk
behaviours and experiences through to adulthood. The effects of
school connectedness as a protective factor in adulthood seemed to
support the reduction of emotional distress, suicidal ideation, vio-
lence, victimisation, problematic sexual behaviours and drug use. And
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these effects continued to have enduring power over a decade into
adult life. We can conclude from this that investing in belongingness
in childhood and adolescence has long-term benefits that stretch far
beyond the immediate application of the investment.

YOUNG ADULTHOOD

Erikson’s (1950) psychosocial development theory suggests that the
need for belonging felt by young adults is just as pressing as it is for
adolescents. For young adults, finding a place to belong contributes
to a meaningful life and is positively associated with self-efficacy, life
satisfaction and, more generally, wellbeing (O’Connor et al., 2010;
Haslam et al., 2009).

Emerging young adulthood is a critical developmental phase that
is often neglected in the psychological literature. Members of this age
group are expected to be more or less launched on their way through
life when they leave adolescence, but neurological research makes
clear that the brain continues to develop during this period; a process
that can carry on until the age of 30 for men and the early to mid-20s
for women. Many of the significant changes that occur upon entering
adulthood take place at the societal, individual and biological level.

Throughout adulthood, societal changes heavily influence the
way we form bonds and friendships with others. As a society, we are
exposed to a constant stream of larger and smaller changes in the
ways we live, work and care for our children. More mothers than
ever before are working today, but there are still more sta