
THE IMPACT OF A SENSE OF 
BELONGING IN COLLEGE

Implications for Student Persistence,  

Retention, and Success

Edited by Erin M. Bentrim and  
Gavin W. Henning

Foreword by Kristen A. Renn

STERLING, VIRGINIA

00_Bentrim_FM.indd   3 21-07-2022   13:22:13



COPYRIGHT © 2022 BY STYLUS PUBLISHING, LLC.

Published by Stylus Publishing, LLC.
22883 Quicksilver Drive
Sterling, Virginia 20166-2019

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced in any 
form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter 
invented, including photocopying, recording, and information storage and 
retrieval, without permission in writing from the publisher.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Bentrim, Erin M, editor. | Henning, Gavin, editor.
Title: The impact of a sense of belonging in college : implications for student persistence, 

retention, and success / edited by Erin M. Bentrim and Gavin W. Henning. 
Description: First Edition. | Sterling, Virginia : Stylus Publishing, LLC, [2022] 

| Includes bibliographical references and index. | Summary: “Over the last 10 
years, colleges and universities have started grappling with the notion that 
their approaches to maintaining and increasing student retention, persistence, 
and graduation rates were no longer working. As focus shifted to uncovering 
barriers to student success while concurrently recognizing student success 
as more than solely academic factors, the term “student sense of belonging” 
gained traction in both academic and co-curricular settings. The editors 
brought this book into being to serve as a single point of reference in an 
emerging and promising field of study”-- Provided by publisher. 

Identifiers: LCCN 2022030284 (print) | LCCN 2022030285 (ebook) | ISBN    
9781642672619 (Paperback : acid-free paper) | ISBN 9781642672602 (Cloth 
: acid-free paper) | ISBN 9781642672626 (library networkable e-edition) | 
ISBN 9781642672633 (consumer e-edition)

Subjects: LCSH: College students--United States--Psychology. | College facilities-
-Psychological aspects. | Belonging (Social psychology) | Place attachment.

Classification: LCC LA229 .I468 2022  (print) | LCC LA229  (ebook) | DDC 
378.1/980973--dc23/eng/20220706

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022030284
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022030285

13-digit ISBN: 978-1-64267-260-2 (cloth)
13-digit ISBN: 978-1-64267-261-9 (paperback)
13-digit ISBN: 978-1-64267-262-6 (library networkable e-edition)
13-digit ISBN: 978-1-64267-263-3 (consumer e-edition)

Printed in the United States of America

All first editions printed on acid-free paper 
that meets the American National Standards Institute
Z39-48 Standard.

Bulk Purchases

Quantity discounts are available for use in workshops and for 
staff development. 

Call 1-800-232-0223 

First Edition, 2022

00_Bentrim_FM.indd   4 20-07-2022   14:54:07



xvii

PREFACE

Student success in postsecondary institutions is determined and 
 measured primarily by academic preparation (i.e., matriculation) and 
adequate grade point averages (i.e., graduation). However, by using a 

singular, academic focus on the tools (academic advising, tutoring centers, 
study skills workshops, etc.) needed to achieve academic success as a way 
of getting students to the graduation stage, institutions overlook the more 
complex issues students as people and the environment of the campus com-
munity experience beyond the classroom. Furthermore, it is an inherently 
deficit-minded approach to student success, as the focus is on what students 
are lacking that limits their academic success.

Over the past 10 years, colleges and universities have started grappling 
with the notion that historical approaches to maintaining and increasing 
student retention, persistence, and graduation rates were increasingly inef-
fectual. As conversations shifted to uncovering barriers to student success 
while concurrently recognizing student success as more than solely academic 
factors, we observed on our own campuses that the term student sense of 
belonging seemed to have gained traction in both academic and cocurricu-
lar settings. What we also noticed in these conversations around a sense of 
belonging was the lack of a consistent definition or an overarching theoretical 
approach as well as the struggle to connect disparate research. While sound 
research regarding the impact of a college student’s sense of belonging is 
indeed available, it is strewn across the literature. A compendium of research, 
applications, and approaches to sense of belonging did not exist. It is our 
vision that this book will serve as a single point of reference in an emerging 
and promising field of study. We are pleased to bring together researchers and 
authors of consequence who are well versed in the field of college students 
and sense of belonging into one volume. We hope you find this book to be 
a valuable tool.
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1
T H E O R E T I C A L 

F O U N D AT I O N S  F O R  S E N S E 
O F  B E L O N G I N G  I N  C O L L E G E

Annemarie Vaccaro and Barbara Newman

In this chapter, we take a theoretical approach to the development of 
belonging. We begin by synthesizing a decade of our own grounded 
theory research. Our work points to key influences that shape student 

belonging, including the campus environment; relationships with peers and 
educators; involvement opportunities; and academic success, including mas-
tery of the student role. In the second half of the chapter, we honor the work 
of prior scholars who have theorized belonging. We begin by examining the 
roots of belonging, including the notion that belonging is a  fundamental 
universal motivation. Then, we provide a very brief overview of evolution-
ary theory, social cognitive neuroscience, and psychosocial development. 
Combined, these historical perspectives offer valuable insight into why 
belonging is, and has been, such an essential aspect of the life experiences for 
all human beings—including college students. 

Our Theoretical Work on College Student Belonging 

As teachers and scholars committed to fostering the holistic development 
of all college students, we are interested in the processes by which students 
define and develop a sense of belonging. Empirical research points to the 
benefits of belonging, including academic motivation, success, and persis-
tence (Freeman et al., 2007; Hausmann et al., 2007; Hoffman et al., 2002; 
Strayhorn, 2012, 2019). We contend that only by understanding the  process 
of belonging development can educators design curricula, programs, services, 
and  policies to better facilitate this development in students. As  such, we 

Bentrim and Henning_9781642672619.indb   3 20-07-2022   13:41:48



4  THEORIES AND FOUNDATIONS

embarked on a multiyear qualitative study to better understand the develop-
ment of belonging among diverse college students. Students who participated 
in our research spoke of belonging at academic, interpersonal, environmen-
tal, and cocurricular levels. Our analysis led to an overarching theoretical 
model of belonging for privileged and minoritized students (Vaccaro & 
Newman, 2016) as well as in-depth explorations of belonging for particular 
social identity groups, including lesbian, gay, bisexual, and pansexual stu-
dents (Vaccaro & Newman, 2017); first-generation women of color students 
(Vaccaro, Marcotte et al., 2019; Vaccaro, Swanson et al., 2019); and students 
with disabilities (Vaccaro et al., 2015). 

Through intensive interviews with more than 50 undergraduate stu-
dents, we found that there were both similarities and differences in the ways 
that students from privileged and minoritized social identity groups defined 
and developed a sense of belonging. All students noted how three key fac-
tors influenced a sense of belonging: the campus environment, involvement 
in curricular and extracurricular activities, and relationships with peers and 
educators. We use italicized text throughout this chapter to highlight these 
common themes. Through ongoing research, we learned that college students 
from social identity groups who experienced historic and pervasive deficit 
stereotypes about lack of academic ability or capabilities (e.g., students with 
disabilities, students of color, first-generation students) added another key 
element—academic success and/or mastery of the student role. Our work, 
along with the scholarly precedent (noted later in the chapter), led us to the 
following theoretical conclusions:

Belonging as a developmental process is rooted in basic human needs 
to be safe and respected and to comfortably fit in as our authentic selves. As 
students move into and through college, they develop a sense of  belonging 
as they navigate welcoming and unwelcoming campus environments, 
engage in involvement in curricular and extracurricular activities, develop 
relationships with peers and faculty, and achieve academic success and mas-
tery of the student role. Belonging is inherently tied to our social identities 
and the nuanced forms of oppression experienced, and resisted by, students 
from minoritized social identity groups. Therefore, the strategies to foster 
belonging must be equally as nuanced to address both systems of oppres-
sion embedded in the environment and biases enacted via relationships by 
members of the campus community. Although many of our participants 
fostered belonging via involvement in organizations where they could be 
their authentic selves, we contend that institutions must not rely solely 
on student involvement to foster belonging. Instead, campuses must take 
a comprehensive and holistic approach to fostering belonging for diverse 
college students. 
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THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS FOR SENSE OF BELONGING  5

Figure 1.1 represents the results from our first and overarching grounded 
theory (Vaccaro & Newman, 2016). That model highlights three elements 
that all participants described as salient to their process of developing a 
sense of belonging in college: environment, involvement, and relationships. 
Figure 1.1 includes four sets of paired circles to highlight the overlapping, 
as well as nuanced ways that students from minoritized and privileged social 
identity groups experienced the campus environment, involvement, and rela-
tionships, and in turn made meaning of and developed a sense of belonging. 

Figure 1.1. Model of belonging for privileged and minoritized students.

Vaccaro, A., & Newman, B. M. (2016). The development of a sense of belonging for privileged and 
minoritized students: An emerging model. Journal of College Student Development, 57(8), 925–942. 
Reprinted with permission.
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6  THEORIES AND FOUNDATIONS

For instance, being comfortable and fitting in were terms used by all partici-
pants to define belonging. However, students from minoritized groups also 
added notions of safety and respect as essential elements to their descriptions 
of the concepts of belonging. 

Students from privileged and minoritized groups talked about the 
importance of social relationships to the development of belonging. Those 
with privileged identities developed belonging if they felt a sense of famili-
arity with peers who were also fun and friendly. In essence, they could 
develop belonging via surface-level relationships where they garnered 
task-related support (e.g., homework help) from fun and friendly peers. 
Conversely, students from minoritized social identity groups talked about 
the necessity of gleaning affective support and building authentic relation-
ships to develop belonging. 

All students also described differences in the types of campus environ-
ments that engendered belonging. Students from minoritized backgrounds 
talked about being treated differently and feeling like the only one. Such 
unwelcoming environments restricted their authenticity and diminished 
their sense of belonging. Conversely, students from privileged social identi-
ties talked about how it was relatively easy to develop belonging because the 
campus environment felt fun, friendly, and comfortable. Finally, students 
from privileged backgrounds developed belonging via involvement in cam-
pus activities where they had fun and engaged in actions that engendered 
feelings of mattering (Schlossberg, 1984). Students from minoritized groups, 
however, only experienced a boost to belonging if they found involvement 
opportunities where they could develop meaningful connections by being 
their authentic selves in those organizations. 

The model offers an overarching theory that helps higher educators 
understand important patterns of belonging development for college 
students. These contrasting images of environments, involvement, and 
 relationships did capture the lived realities of all our participants. That said, 
dichotomous grouping of students into minoritized or privileged categories 
is somewhat simplistic. Students possess numerous intersecting identities. 
As such, we continued to analyze our data to uncover nuances that could 
not be explained by a single, unified theory. Through our ongoing analytic 
process, we delved deeply into the unique ways that various social identity 
groups, including students with minoritized sexual identities (Vaccaro & 
Newman, 2017), first-generation women of color (Vaccaro, Marcotte et al., 
2019; Vaccaro, Swanson et al., 2019), and students with  disabilities (Vaccaro 
et al., 2015), identified distinctive features of  belonging. The  following 
 sections build on Figure 1.1 and offer additional theoretic insight into the 
belonging experiences of diverse college students. 
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THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS FOR SENSE OF BELONGING  7

Belonging for Students With Disabilities

Students with disabilities noted a host of unique influences on their 
 development of collegiate belonging (see Figure 1.2). Three interconnected 
and mutually constituting factors contributed to a sense of belonging for 
college students with disabilities. The first theme, social relationships, mir-
rors those described in Figure 1.1. However, the other two factors are specifi-
cally relevant to college students with disabilities who often face stereotypes 
implying that they will not be successful in college. As such, an important 
part of belonging is students’ ability to master the role of successful college 
student. Students felt like they belonged in the campus environment when 
they fit in with their classmates. Mastery of the student role included not 
only earning good grades, but also “‘feeling like a college student’ by blend-
ing in with peers, being viewed as a legitimate student, and gaining recogni-
tion for academic success” (Vaccaro et al., 2015, p. 679). Finally, students 
with disabilities specifically noted that their sense of belonging was intri-
cately tied to their ability to self-advocate inside and outside the classroom 
(e.g., involvement). See Vaccaro et al. (2015) for a comprehensive discussion 
of this theoretical model.

Figure 1.2. Theoretical model of belonging for college students with disabilities.

SELF-ADVOCACY

MASTERY

BELONGING

SOCIAL
RELATIONSHIPS

Vaccaro, A., Daly-Cano, M., & Newman, B. M. (2015). A sense of belonging among college students 
with disabilities: An emergent theoretical model. Journal of College Student Development, 56(7), 670–686. 
Reprinted with permission.
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8  THEORIES AND FOUNDATIONS

Belonging for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and 
Pansexual (LGBP) Students 

As we delved deeply into the experiences of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and pansex-
ual (LGBP) study participants, we uncovered additional theoretical insights 
related to LGBP belonging. Specifically, we noted four theoretical propositions 
that summarize the complex relationship LGBP students had with the key cat-
egories of belonging (environment, relationships, involvement), as described 
in Figure 1.1. Our LGBP participants explained how campus messaging about 
the inclusion of students with minoritized sexual and/or gender identities 
(MIoSG; Vaccaro et al., 2015)—often via websites, marketing materials, and 
safe zone signs on campus—was critical to their perceptions of how well they 
fit into the campus environment. In terms of relationships, LGBP students 
expressed varying types of belonging: university, group, and friendship—lead-
ing us to acknowledge that viewing belonging through a university-wide lens 
does not sufficiently capture the complicated realities of LGBP students. LGBP 
students also found casual friendships to be insufficient to the development 
of belonging. To develop belonging, students needed authentic relationships 
with peers and groups (often via club involvement), which requires a certain 
level of comfort with sexual identity, outness, and time to develop. Finally, as 
their sexual identities evolve, students’ perspectives on, and needs for, relation-
ships via group belonging and involvement changed. This has implications 
for relationships and group involvement in campus organizations (e.g., pride 
organizations, LGBTQ centers); students described fluctuations in their needs 
and desires to participate in such involvement opportunities that evolved as 
their social identities and other campus relationships evolved. In sum, this 
work offers several theoretical propositions that explicate how perspectives on, 
and needs for, belonging change over time. As such, we urge educators not to 
view belonging as a fixed and unchanging developmental milestone.

Belonging for First-Generation Women of Color

Our data also pointed to new understandings of belonging for first-  
generation women of color (Vaccaro, Marcotte et al., 2019; Vaccaro, Swanson 
et al., 2019). Powerful narratives from these participants helped us see how 
women developed a sense of belonging as they transitioned from high school 
to the college environment. Although their parents had not attended col-
lege, their family members possessed valuable insight and imparted much 
insight (i.e., funds of knowledge; Kiyama & Rios-Aguilar, 2018) about 
effectively navigating new campus environments. First-generation women 
of color described how their sense of belonging was diminished when their 
hopes and expectations for a diverse campus learning environment—as 
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THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS FOR SENSE OF BELONGING  9

promised in university marketing materials—went unfulfilled. Women of 
color hoped for a racially diverse environment where their cultural heritage 
would be valued and diversity dialogues would be the norm. When they 
encountered a campus environment where they were “the only” woman of 
color in classes and where they felt excluded by White peers, it was difficult 
to develop authentic relationships and, in turn, a sense of belonging. 

First-generation women of color also described the challenge of devel-
oping authentic relationships with White peers who lacked cultural com-
petency, or who failed to express a desire to be more inclusive. Constant 
interactions with peers who were explicitly and/or implicitly exclusionary 
contributed to the already unwelcoming predominantly White campus envi-
ronment. In the face of these challenges, first-generation women of color 
joined student organizations and programs designed for minoritized popu-
lations (e.g., campus cultural organizations, multicultural groups, diversity 
centers). Such involvement opportunities contributed to the development 
of a positive sense of belonging. First-generation students encountered, and 
resisted, deficit assumptions about their academic capabilities. As such, they 
noted that keeping an academic focus, being a serious student, and earn-
ing good grades fostered their sense of belonging. In essence, their sense of 
belonging relied on academic success and mastery of the student role.

In sum, our research offers theoretical insights into the development 
of the sense of belonging for college students. The developmental  process 
of  fostering belonging is interwoven with the social identity develop-
ment of diverse college students and is influenced by the campus  environment, 
relationships, and involvement opportunities as well as a need to master the 
student role and achieve academic success. Our work offers useful insight 
into the development of belonging, but it is certainly not the only theoretical 
perspective readers should be familiar with. In the remainder of this chapter, 
we explore historical scholarship that points to conceptual and theoretical 
roots of our modern-day understandings of belonging. 

Belonging: Theoretical History and Roots 

Although this volume focuses on college student belonging, we thought read-
ers should have a sense of the history and roots of this important theoretical 
concept. In this section, we summarize literature pointing to belonging as a 
basic human need. 

A Basic Human Need

Oft-cited belonging scholarship from higher education (Strayhorn, 2012, 
2019) and psychology (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) argue that the need to 
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10  THEORIES AND FOUNDATIONS

belong is a basic motivation, common to all humans. They acknowledge 
prior theoretical works that identify the importance of close, interpersonal 
relationships for development, health, and psychosocial well-being. 

In his model of motivation, Murray (1938) identified affiliation as a 
major drive. People with a strong need for affiliation require warm interper-
sonal relationships and approval from those with whom they have regular 
contact. McClelland (1961) extended this idea, arguing that three univer-
sal needs—the need for power, the need for achievement, and the need for 
affiliation—are present across cultures. However, individuals learn through 
socialization and cultural contexts to prioritize their needs so that one of 
these motives dominates the others in shaping behavior. The drive for affilia-
tion was defined as a person’s need to feel a sense of involvement and belong-
ing within a social group (McClelland, 1961). 

Maslow (1968) theorized that there is a continuing motivational press 
toward growth. His famous model presents motivation as a pyramid with 
more essential survival needs at the bottom, including the satisfaction of 
physiological needs of hunger, thirst, and sleep, and the motivation for self-
actualization at the top. Love and belongingness needs include friendship, 
intimate relationships, family and kinship ties, and chosen group belonging 
is located on the third step of the pyramid, above safety and security needs, 
and below needs for self-esteem, confidence, and achievement motives. 
Maslow suggested that one can only address higher levels of motivation once 
lower, and more essential needs, have been satisfied. According to this view, 
the need to experience and satisfy belonging is a prerequisite for personal 
esteem and the full expression of self-actualization. 

Many empirical studies with college students reference Strayhorn’s 
(2012, 2019) theory of belonging, which uses Maslow’s work as a foun-
dation. Initially proposed in 2012, the revised model (Strayhorn, 2019) 
situates college student belonging within an adaptation of Maslow’s pyra-
mid-shaped hierarchy. In Strayhorn’s (2019) book, the pyramid is flanked 
on either side by one vertical arrow reflecting baseline status and the other 
basic functions. The arrows begin at the pyramid base (psychological needs) 
and point upward toward self-actualization. A student’s “fullest potential” 
and a school’s “ educational mission” are aligned with the top of the pyramid 
(Strayhorn, 2019, p. 41). Strayhorn (2019) also contends that there are seven 
core  elements of a sense of belonging: 

 Sense of belonging is a basic human need.
 Sense of belonging is a fundamental motive, sufficient to drive human 

behavior.
 Sense of belonging takes on heightened importance in (a) certain 

contexts . . . [and] (b) at certain times.
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THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS FOR SENSE OF BELONGING  11

 Sense of belonging is related to, and seemingly a consequence of, 
mattering.

 Social identities intersect and affect college students’ sense of 
belonging.

 Sense of belonging engenders other positive outcomes.
 Sense of belonging must be satisfied on a continual basis and 

likely changes as circumstances, conditions and contexts change. 
(pp. 29–40)

In Strayhorn’s (2019) book, these elements and visual model are revisited in 
subsequent chapters that report findings of empirical studies with a variety of 
student populations. These independent studies offer a glimpse into the ways 
students in those studies made meaning of belonging. 

Bowlby’s (1969/1982, 1988) work on attachment is not a theory of 
motivation per se, but a conceptualization of the basic processes through 
which enduring emotional ties are formed. His work focuses on the organ-
ized pattern of infant signals and caregiver responses that lead to a protec-
tive, trusting relationship. Infants form an attachment to their responsive 
 caregiver, resulting in an internal mental representation of the other, and 
expectations that distress will be relieved and comfort provided. This attach-
ment representation is carried forward as a basis for the establishment of 
close friendships in childhood and adolescence, romantic relationships in 
adolescence and adulthood, and parenting relationships as adults engage in 
the care of their own children (Schneider et al., 2001; Shaver & Mikulincer, 
2011). One interpretation of the need to belong is that it is an expression 
of the early and profound desire to be integrated into protective relation-
ships that will offer security, care, and affection—especially under conditions 
of threat or distress. This view of belonging highlights the importance of 
each person’s history of close, meaningful relationships. Educators must take 
into account that college students come to the new collegiate setting with 
prior expectations and experiences about whether, and how, they have felt 
valued and safe within the context of interpersonal relationships.

In contrast to these aforementioned theories, Baumeister and Leary 
(1995) proposed a more detailed consideration of what constitutes the uni-
versal need for belonging, including hypotheses about criteria necessary for 
satisfying that need: 

Satisfying this drive involves two criteria: First, there is a need for 
 frequent, affectively pleasant interactions with a few other people; and 
second, these interactions must take place in the context of a tempo-
rally stable and enduring framework of affective concern for each other’s 
 welfare. (p. 497)
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12  THEORIES AND FOUNDATIONS

Baumeister and Leary (1995) also stated that belonging, as a universal human 
need, drives individuals to behave in ways that remove obstacles or creatively 
seek substitutes for belonging. Through their writing, Baumeister and Leary 
(1995) further contend that belonging is associated with happiness and a 
sense of well-being, whereas diminished belonging is associated with anxi-
ety, depression, and other forms of emotional distress. It is no wonder that 
Baumeister and Leary are often cited by higher education scholars studying 
collegiate belonging.

Additional Theoretical Perspectives on Belonging 

In line with the view that the need to belong is a fundamental universal moti-
vation, we examine three sources of explanation: evolutionary theory, social 
cognitive neuroscience, and psychosocial development. In this short chapter, 
we cannot offer a comprehensive review of these theories. Instead, we offer 
readers a glimpse into an array of multidisciplinary theoretical perspectives to 
contextualize contemporary understandings of belonging. 

Evolutionary Theory and the Need to Belong

Evolutionary theory harkens back to a time when human ancestors lived in 
small nomadic groups, traveling from place to place to find sources of food 
and trying to protect themselves from the dangers of predatory animals, 
weather, illness, and other humans. Because of their relatively long period 
of dependence, infants’ survival required being well integrated and cared 
for by adults. Thus, infancy and families are coadapted: Infants require the 
support of a group of others, and families are organized to care for infants 
in order to ensure their survival. The human mind, carried forward over 
thousands of generations, is organized to monitor social connections and to 
detect inadequate social bonds as a source of threat to survival. Thus, evo-
lutionary theory requires an appreciation for the deeply implanted aspect of 
human nature to strive to establish and maintain a sense of group belonging, 
and to experience emotions associated with loneliness when social connec-
tions are inadequate. 

Experiences of loneliness, social exclusion, and social rejection are associ-
ated with observable consequences, including sleep disturbances, longer time 
for wound healing, difficulty with communication, and emotional guarded-
ness, that disrupt efforts to form new relationships (Baumeister et al., 2007; 
Cacioppo & Cacioppo, 2012). Baumeister and Leary (1995) argued that 
when relationships that satisfy the need to belong are disrupted, a person will 
strive to replace those relationships. However, not all meaningful relationships 

Bentrim and Henning_9781642672619.indb   12 20-07-2022   13:41:48



THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS FOR SENSE OF BELONGING  13

are readily substituted (e.g., long-term friendships or loving bonds with a 
life partner). Experiences associated with social exclusion or perceived social 
rejection may impede efforts to establish meaningful replacements by creat-
ing a new sense of cautiousness in anticipation of future rejection. 

Evolutionary theory also introduces ideas about the adaptive value of 
being a member of a group that have special relevance for adolescents and 
young adults (Caporael & Baron, 1997; Gibbons, 2018; Hauser, 2006, 
Seligman, 2011). Whereas the metaphor of survival of the fittest suggests 
traits that benefit individuals, evolutionary theory considers the skills of com-
munication, cooperation, and sociability as traits that may have advanced 
the species as a whole (Seligman, 2011). According to an evolutionary view, 
morality, especially altruism and care for others, as well as fairness and reci-
procity in social interactions, help to sustain families and bind members of 
groups together. Early human groups that were able to create a moral code 
that rewarded and increased behaviors beneficial to the group (and that pun-
ished or reduced selfishness) would have been more successful in attracting 
new members and fighting off competing groups. Thus, morality is thought 
to have co-evolved with the formation of larger human communities in 
which individuals are tied together beyond the basis of immediate kinship. 
As part of this process, rites, rituals, and institutions have emerged that link 
emotions, motor behaviors, and states of consciousness of large groups of 
people such that they are more attuned to one another than to members of 
out-groups and more willing to share resources, behave in a caring way, and 
exhibit loyalty to others in their group (Hauser, 2006). 

In sum, the evolutionary emphasis is on the benefit of moral emotions 
for the protection and preservation of the group. They operate to build and 
strengthen communal bonds, creating a framework for how people should 
treat others, how they expect others to treat them, and how they should func-
tion in a larger social group. They all have implications for the creation of a 
sense of group belonging and its ability to endure across time and settings. 

Social Cognitive Neuroscience and the Need to Belong

With advances in technology, social cognitive neuroscience has begun to 
explore how the human brain and related hormonal systems function to be 
attuned to social information, monitor social connections, detect cues for 
trustworthiness and threat, and assess when social connections are adequate. 
The neuroscience of attachment, the neuroscience of adolescent sensitivity 
to social rewards, and the neuroscience of social rejection are explored to 
illustrate the functional ties between neural functioning and the sense of 
belonging. 
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14  THEORIES AND FOUNDATIONS

The Neuroscience of Attachment
As Coan (2008) suggested, the whole brain can be considered as an attach-
ment system that uses its hearing, vision, touch, smell, movement areas, 
memory, affect regulation, and stress/threat responses to form an integrated 
internal working model of the object of attachment. Numerous features 
of the neuroscience of social cognition help to account for the rapid and 
universal capacity for humans to form social ties and establish a sense of 
belonging.

In the first months of life, efforts that a caregiver makes to comfort, 
soothe, and respond to infant distress shape the neural pathways associated 
with memory of care, instigate cues for the release of hormones, and build an 
embodied set of expectations about the nature of this social contact (Schore, 
2013; Vatic ̌ka & Vuilleumier, 2012). Basic, largely automatic emotional 
assessments and related responses are gradually modulated and interpreted 
by voluntary cognitive control processes. Early experiences of sensitive care 
shape neural pathways that provide a basis for subsequent expectations of 
comfort and reassurance in meaningful social groups, and in turn may influ-
ence human needs for belonging.

Adolescent Sensitivity to Rewards
Adolescents are especially sensitive to rewards (Galván, 2013; Paus, 2009). 
The reward circuitry of the brain is responsible for producing dopamine, a 
neurotransmitter that is released during pleasurable experiences; it encour-
ages actions toward anticipated rewarding or pleasurable experiences. This 
circuitry is more active among adolescents than among children or adults 
(Telzer, 2016). Social cognitive neuroscience research suggests that adoles-
cents are increasingly attuned to interpersonal and social cues such as facial 
expressions, hand gestures, and body movements that convey approval 
or disapproval. Adolescents’ emotional reactions are especially intense as 
the brain processes information relevant to social evaluation (Somerville, 
2013). The adaptive value of reading social cues, especially for detecting 
threat and for assessing potential friendship and romantic relationships, 
makes the increased sensitivity to complex social expressions all the more 
relevant to the development of social competence and the establishment of 
group belonging in early adolescence (Garcia & Scherf, 2015). Whereas 
some teens may find that risky behaviors are accompanied by the dopamine 
rush, others find this same surge of reward-related glow from contributing 
in meaningful ways to the well-being of their families, friends, or commu-
nities (Telzer, 2016). Regardless of whether the peer culture is prosocial or 
antisocial, peer group belonging can contribute to the stimulation of this 
reward circuitry. 
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The Neuroscience of Social Rejection
Evolutionary theory points to the essential survival need to maintain social 
ties. Thus, when examining motivations to sustain the sense of belonging, it 
is important to consider how the brain processes threats of social rejection or 
social isolation. Neuroimaging research has shown that there is overlapping 
neural circuitry that processes physical pain and the distress associated with 
social rejection or exclusion (Eisenberger & Lieberman, 2004). Physical pain 
is typically assessed along two related but separate dimensions: the intensity 
of the pain and the distress or suffering experienced by the person who is 
in pain (Price, 2000). Several areas of the brain are activated when a person 
experiences physical pain. One that plays a large role in the affective expe-
rience of suffering is the dorsal anterior cingulate cortex (dACC), “a large 
structure on the medial wall of the frontal lobe” (Eisenberger, 2011, p. 55). 
Under experimental conditions, this same area of the brain has been found 
to be activated when a person experiences social exclusion (Eisenberger et al., 
2003). People who report more feelings of social rejection in their daily lives 
also show greater pain-related activity in this neural region under experimen-
tal conditions of social rejection (Eisenberger et al., 2007). 

The evidence from social cognitive neuroscience informs our apprecia-
tion for the processes that support the search for a sense of belonging, as 
adolescents and young adults in particular, transition to college. Students 
are sensitive to cues that signal acceptance or rejection; they may experience 
salient feelings of pleasure as they encounter satisfying social acceptance and 
distress in the face of social isolation or rejection. Whereas evolutionary the-
ory suggests ancestral origins for the human need to experience belonging, 
neuroscience provides insights into how that need is embedded and activated 
in contemporary mental activity. 

Psychosocial Development and the Need to Belong

Psychosocial theory explains changes in self-understanding, social relation-
ships, and one’s relationship to society as a product of interactions among 
biological, psychological, and societal systems (Erikson, 1950/1993). From 
the psychosocial perspective, development results from the continuous inter-
action of an individual and their social environments. At each period of 
life, people attempt to master a unique group of psychological tasks that 
are essential for social adaptation within their society. Psychosocial theories 
highlight major themes that arise as individuals strive to form, and preserve, 
meaningful social ties within the context of their social world while creating 
and preserving a sense of an authentic self. Each life stage brings a normative 
crisis, a tension between one’s competencies at the beginning of the stage and 
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the new demands of society. A positive resolution of each crisis provides new 
social abilities that enhance a person’s capacity to adapt successfully in the 
succeeding stages. A negative resolution of a crisis typically results in defen-
siveness, rigidity, or withdrawal, which decreases a person’s ability to adapt 
successfully in succeeding stages. 

Throughout life, tensions arise between desires for individuality and 
for connection. Certain cultures emphasize connection over individuality, 
whereas others put individuality ahead of connection. However, all societies 
and cultures have strategies to address both aspects of the ego: the I as agent, 
originator, and executive of one’s individual thoughts and actions, and the 
we as agent, originator, and executive of collective, cooperative enterprises 
that preserve and further the survival of the group (Triandis, 1990). During 
early adolescence, one confronts a new psychosocial conflict, group identity 
versus alienation, in which pressures to ally oneself with specific groups and 
find ways of functioning comfortably as a member of a group are major 
preoccupations (Newman & Newman, 2001). In early adolescence, young 
people form an integrated set of ideas about the norms, expectations, and 
status hierarchy of the salient groups in their social world. They build these 
representations from reference groups, the groups of which they are mem-
bers or in which they aspire to hold membership (Gurin & Markus, 1988). 
Adolescents experience a search for membership—an internal questioning 
about the groups of which they are most naturally a part. They ask them-
selves, “Who am I, and with whom do I belong?” Although membership in 
a peer group may be the most pressing concern, questions about other group 
identifications also arise. 

Four processes contribute to the formation of group identity 
(Newman & Newman, 2001, 2018). First, adolescents begin to recog-
nize the distinguishing features of the social groups in their environment. 
Second, they have a history of repeated interactions with one or more 
groups. They may participate in formalized initiation rituals or informal 
activities that bind them to the group. Third, group identity takes shape as 
adolescents experience deepening emotional ties to other members of the 
group and a sense of loyalty to the group. Group identity is typically associ-
ated with a willingness to view members of their own group more favorably 
than outsiders (Mullen et al., 1992). Finally, adolescents recognize the place 
or status of their group within the larger social landscape of their school 
and community. They recognize how their group is viewed by others, and 
they form views of how valued or important their group is in comparison 
to others. Positive judgments about a group can foster a strong commit-
ment to the group identity. Conversely, being a target of discrimination or 
social rejection can also strengthen one’s personal pride in being a part of a 
marginalized group (Williams & Thornton, 1998). 
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In the process of seeking group affiliation, adolescents are confronted 
by the fit—or lack of fit—between their personal needs and the norms and 
values of relevant social groups in the environment. In a positive resolution 
of the conflict of group identity versus alienation, adolescents discover one 
or more groups that provide them with a sense of group belonging, meet 
their social needs, and allow them to express their social selves. In a negative 
resolution of the conflict, adolescents experience a sense of social estrange-
ment, inadequate social support, or a lack of meaningful connections to 
valued groups. 

The psychosocial perspective suggests that students’ past experiences of 
group identity serve as a filter as they strive to experience a sense of belong-
ing in the college environment. As our own theoretical models (Vaccaro & 
Newman, 2016, 2017; Vaccaro et al., 2015; Vaccaro, Marcotte et al., 2019; 
Vaccaro, Swanson et al., 2019) suggest, this process unfolds differently 
for students with diverse social identities depending on the messages they 
encounter about the fit, or lack of fit, between their needs and values, percep-
tion of environmental cues, interpersonal relationships, and opportunities 
for meaningful involvement in campus life. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, we introduced readers to a variety of theoretical perspec-
tives on belonging. We began the chapter by sharing our own theoretical 
understandings about belonging for college students. We contend that the 
developmental process of belonging is interwoven with the social identity 
development of diverse college students. Moreover, belonging is influenced 
by the campus environment, relationships, and involvement opportunities 
as well as a need to master the student role and achieve academic success. 
Our work contributes to a growing body of literature about belonging. As 
such, part of this chapter is dedicated to scholarship, from multiple disci-
plines, that contributes to conceptual and theoretical roots of our modern-
day understandings of belonging. Taken together, these theoretical works 
provide a complex foundation for educational efforts to foster belonging in 
diverse college students. 
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