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Abstract

Sense of belonging is a feeling of connectedness and perceptions of being accepted and valued

by the community. Belonging has significant implications for academic performance and

psychosocial functioning among college students. The purpose of the study is to examine

disparities in belonging and whether contextual factors predict a higher sense of belonging

among fourth-year undergraduate students at the University of Richmond (UR). The sample

came from the UR Senior Exit Survey. Participants included 1,673 senior students who

graduated from UR across five years. My findings suggested that 1) underrepresented students

(with racial/ethnic minority, low-income, and first-generation identities) reported lower

belonging compared to their majority peers, 2) inclusive campus climate and contact with peers

from different backgrounds predicted greater belonging, and 3) first-generation status moderated

the association between contact with diverse peers and sense of belonging.

Keywords: student belonging, social identity, intergroup contact, campus climate



EXAMINING COLLEGE STUDENT BELONGING 2

Examining Variability in and Contextual Predictors of College Student Belonging

Sense of belonging is often described as a fundamental human motivation and evidence

shows that people desire to form attachments and connections with others (Baumeister & Leary,

1995). Strayhorn (2019) defined students’ sense of belonging as “Students’ perceived social

support on campus, a feeling or sensation of connectedness, and the experience of mattering or

feeling cared about, accepted, respected, valued by and important to the campus community, or

others on campus such as faculty, staff, and peers.” Because sense of belonging has implications

for academic and psychosocial outcomes, it is crucial to study students' belonging in school

settings. It is especially important to study belonging in emerging adulthood because social

identity exploration and formation are important tasks during this developmental period (Arnett,

2000), and social identities have implications for sense of belonging (Hussain & Jones, 2021;

Lewis et al., 2021; Strayhorn et al., 2016). The transition from adolescence to emerging

adulthood involves significant life changes, such as preparing for college or going to work

(Arnett, 2000). Belonging to peer groups, communities, and universities may be important for

emerging adults’ well-being.

Research shows that sense of belonging is positively associated with students’ academic

performance, motivation, retention, and persistence (Hausmann et al., 2007). For example,

research suggests that higher levels of belongingness are associated with improvements in

college students’ grade point averages (GPA; Walton & Cohen, 2007). Students’ sense of

belonging is also correlated with academic motivation and reported academic self-efficacy; when

students felt a sense of belonging in a particular class, they were more motivated and confident

in accomplishing academic goals in that class (Freeman et al., 2007). In addition, raising

students’ sense of belonging yields a higher retention and persistence rate. Studies have found

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?n6dbcK
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?n6dbcK
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?3Pb1AS
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?3Pb1AS
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Uo7njt
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Uo7njt
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?dZrd2n
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Sb2u0n
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8MvCpJ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?KAzgOK
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that re-enrollment is higher among students with greater belonging (Murphy et al., 2020;

Patterson Silver Wolf et al., 2021).

Besides academic outcomes, sense of belonging is closely related to indicators of college

students’ psychosocial functioning (Hagerty et al., 1996). For instance, Pittman and Richmond

(2007) found that sense of belonging predicted psychological adjustment: students with greater

school belonging reported more self-worth and lower levels of internalizing and externalizing

behaviors. Loneliness may also arise from the need to belong that is not fulfilled (Baumeister &

Leary, 1995). Another study found that belongingness in school had a positive effect on students’

psychological adjustment such as hope, which positively correlates with self-efficacy,

self-actualization, and general well-being (Van Ryzin et al., 2009). In another study, evidence

suggested that lower feelings of belonging significantly predicted depressive symptoms in

first-year undergraduate students (Dutcher et al., 2022). Importantly, research shows that certain

groups are more likely to experience these negative academic and psychological outcomes

because they are less likely to belong.

Variability in Sense of Belonging

There is variability in college students’ sense of belonging, with students from

historically marginalized backgrounds, including racial/ethnic minority students, first-generation

students, and low-income students, reporting lower levels of belonging than their peers. For

example, previous research shows that individuals from racial/ethnic minority groups are likely

to feel less belonging on campus due to higher levels of discrimination (Hussain & Jones, 2021;

Lewis, 2019). Lewis (2019) found that Black students at a Historically White University

experienced a higher frequency of racial microaggression by peers and faculty in the classroom,

which led to feeling less connected to the university and a lower sense of belonging. Consistent

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?5jt2yE
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?5jt2yE
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?lUZnyY
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?eW0EBk
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?GDXn0V
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with these findings, Hussain and Jones (2021) found that more instances of discrimination and

bias contributed to diminished levels of sense of belonging among Asian, Black, Latino students

at a large university in the mid-Atlantic US; moreover, the study found that Black students

perceived a less inclusive campus climate. In another study, evidence suggested that a vast

majority of Native American students felt unsupported by the institution, which might indicate

lower levels of belonging (Strayhorn et al., 2016). Johnson et al. (2007) explored sense of

belonging among first-year students from different racial/ethnic groups at 34 universities and

found that White/Caucasian students expressed the greatest sense of belonging among all the

racial/ethnic groups. These studies showed that individuals from racial/ethnic minority groups

tend to report lower sense of belonging. In addition to racial/ethnic minority students,

first-generation and low-income students tend to face challenges when attending college.

First-generation students face a series of challenges and tend to report a lower sense of

belonging than their non-first-generation peers (Stebleton et al., 2014). For instance, during

COVID-19, Gopalan et al. (2022) sent out a survey to 1,004 undergraduate students from a large,

multicampus Northeastern public university. First-generation (FG, N=373) students reported

significantly lower belonging than their peers. One reason why FG students might experience

less belonging is that they experience academic acculturative stress (Jenkins et al., 2013). At

home, first-generation students often interact with individuals with less educated backgrounds,

whereas in college, they are surrounded by highly educated people. This acculturation process

may impose distress on these individuals. In fact, Jenkins et al. (2013) compared first- and

non-first-generation undergraduate students and found that first-generation students reported less

social support, including instrumental and emotional support, from both family and friends.

Similarly, first-generation students perceived lower helpfulness and instrumental support in

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?nuD7wu
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?eKdXEy
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?R9rhIu
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?RR7uYV
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communications about specific college topics with parents (Palbusa & Gauvain, 2017). These

findings underscore how disadvantages first-generation students have may contribute to lower

levels of belonging.

Literature has shown that social class is also closely associated with sense of belonging.

Ostrove and Long (2007) assessed college students’ social class background both subjectively

(i.e., self-identify with categories such as poor, working class, etc) and objectively (i.e. report

family income) and examined the correlation between social class and sense of belonging.

Results suggested that social class background significantly predicted sense of belonging in

college such that low-income students struggled more with belonging (Ostrove & Long, 2007).

Low-income students frequently have time restrictions that limit their capacity to engage in

social and academic opportunities because they attend college while managing their jobs and

family obligations (Kezar et al., 2015). Other researchers have reported that low-income students

with another disadvantaged identity are at particular risk for low belonging. For instance,

students who are both first-generation and low-income reported lower levels of family support

and lower sense of belonging (Kreniske et al., 2023). Consistent with intersectionality theory,

individuals with two or more marginalized identities may be especially likely to experience

negative psychological adjustment such as a lower level of belonging (Crenshaw, 1991). To

mitigate these disparities and adverse outcomes, research on possible strategies to increase sense

of belonging among underrepresented students should be addressed.

Contextual Factors that Predict Belonging

An inclusive and diverse campus climate might predict a higher sense of belonging

among historically underrepresented students for at least two reasons (Johnson, 2012). First, a

more inclusive campus environment where diverse opinions are accepted may help shift norms

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?lOmCfQ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?fJA65D
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?voB71N
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?R1SNXU
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and attitudes toward historically underrepresented students. Results from one intervention

indicated that both privileged and marginalized participants who were exposed to the social

norms interventions that promoted pro-diversity attitudes and inclusive behaviors reported that

the campus was more inclusive than participants in the control conditions (Murrar et al., 2020).

Second, a more diverse and inclusive campus climate may allow students to feel a sense of

connectedness and experience fewer biases. Johnson (2012) argued that perceptions of a positive

campus racial climate were significantly positively related to the overall sense of belonging.

Building inclusive learning environments may also contribute to the sense of belonging because

students are less likely to report experiences of discrimination and bias in a diverse community

(Hurtado et al., 2018).

Certain kinds of interactions with peers may also affect students’ sense of belonging.

According to intergroup contact theory (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006), experiences with peers from

different backgrounds can reduce stereotypes and prejudices that individuals may hold about

people from different backgrounds. Consistent with this perspective, findings from Johnson et al.

(2007) suggested that interaction with a diverse peer group was a significant predictor (only for

Hispanic/Latino students) of a higher sense of belonging. Another study showed that minority

students who engaged in more socialization with diverse others experienced greater belonging

(Hussain and Jones, 2021). Consistent with these findings, Strayhorn et al. (2016) explored sense

of belonging among Native American students and concluded that interaction with diverse peers

and faculty significantly predicted sense of belonging. There is reason to believe that contextual

factors, such as an inclusive campus environment and interactions with diverse peers, matter for

students’ sense of belonging.

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?7Tv42K
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?st5930
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?CLMcPZ
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Current Study

The purpose of this study was to explore disparities in sense of belonging between

traditional students and historically disadvantaged students and whether contextual factors

predict a sense of belonging, particularly for historically disadvantaged students. Specifically, the

first aim was to examine differences in sense of belonging between historically underrepresented

students, including racial/ethnic minority, first-generation, and low-income students, and

majority students. I hypothesized that individuals from the above historically underrepresented

groups are more likely to experience a lower sense of belonging than those from the majority

groups. The second aim was to investigate whether diverse and inclusive campus communities

and interactions with students from diverse backgrounds predict a higher sense of belonging. I

hypothesized that students who perceived the campus as inclusive and diverse and who

interacted more with diverse peers experienced a higher sense of belonging. The third aim was to

examine whether these contextual factors predict belonging better for some groups of students

compared to others. I hypothesized that the link between contextual factors and belonging would

be stronger for historically underrepresented students.

Method

Participants

The Office of Institutional Effectiveness invited fourth-year undergraduate students at the

University of Richmond (UR) to complete the Senior Exit Survey before graduating. The

purpose of the survey is to gain insight into students’ satisfaction with their college experience.

The sample consisted of 1,673 participants in total. In 2019, 356 students (44.1% of 807

eligible students) participated; in 2020, 360 students (44.8% of 804 that are eligible) participated;

in 2021, 348 students (45.3% of 769 that are eligible) participated; in 2022, 262 students (34.5%
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of 760 that are eligible) participated, in 2023, 347 students (43.1% of 805 that are eligible)

participated. Demographic data for participants appear in Table 1. The following three

groups-Nonresident Alien, Race and Ethnicity Unknown, and Two or more races-were excluded

from any analyses involving race. The sample included a higher proportion of white students

than the institution had, while the proportion of first-generation students and Pell Grant students

approximated that of the institution.

Procedure

The University of Richmond Senior Exit Survey was administered online from March

through May to seniors who graduated from the Schools of Arts & Sciences, Business, and

Jepson in December, May, and August.

Measures

Sense of Belonging

There was one item asking participants to report their level of belonging: “Thinking

about your experience at the University of Richmond, rate your level of satisfaction with your

sense of belonging” (1 = very dissatisfied, 4 = very satisfied).

Inclusive Community

There was one item asking participants to report their perceived inclusion on campus:

“Thinking about your experience at the University of Richmond, rate your level of satisfaction

with being part of an inclusive community” (1 = very dissatisfied, 4 = very satisfied).

Contact with Diverse Peers

There was one item asking participants to report their satisfaction with interaction with

diverse peers: “Thinking about your experience at the University of Richmond, rate your level of
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satisfaction with contact with students from different backgrounds” (1 = very dissatisfied, 4 =

very satisfied).

Pell Grant Status

Federal Pell Grant is a form of need-based federal financial aid awarded by the U.S.

Department of Education to help eligible low-income students pay for college costs. Students

self-reported the data.

First-generation Status

The definition of first generation is a higher education student whose parent or parents

did not earn a bachelor's degree. Students self-reported the data.

Results

Descriptive Analyses and Bivariate Correlations

In Table 2, I present means and standard deviations for all variables by ethnicity/race,

first-generation status, and Pell Grant status, respectively. As can be seen in Table 2, a series of

t-tests revealed significant differences between majority students’ and underrepresented students’

perceptions of belonging and campus inclusiveness such that majority students outscored

race/ethnic minority students, first-generation college students, and students who received Pell

Grants. For contact with diverse peers, majority students outscored students of color, but not

first-generation students or Pell Grant students.

Sense of belonging was moderately correlated with contact with diverse peers (r = .386, p

< .001) and strongly correlated with inclusive campus climate (r = .700, p < .001). The

correlation between contact with diverse peers and the inclusive campus climate was moderate to

large (r = .542, p < .001).
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Regression analyses

In order to investigate differences in belonging between historically underrepresented

students and majority students and to examine whether an inclusive campus climate and

interactions with students from diverse backgrounds predict students’ sense of belonging, I

conducted multiple regression analyses (Aiken & West, 1991). I included social identity (either

first-generation, limited-income, racial/ethnic minority status) as a moderator to examine

whether the relationship between an inclusive campus climate (or interactions with diverse

students) and sense of belonging differed for first-generation students, students who receive the

Pell Grant, and race/ethnic minority students compared to their majority peers.

Inclusive Campus Climate

For the first regression, I examined the main and interactive effects of inclusive campus

climate and first-generation status on sense of belonging. The main effects were significant (B =

0.678, t(1470) = 34.59, p < .001 and B = -.224, t(1470) = -4.422, p < .001, respectively). The

main effect of an inclusive campus climate suggests that students who feel they are part of the

inclusive community experience higher levels of belonging. The main effect of first-generation

status suggests that being a first-generation student was associated with a lower level of

belonging. Together, inclusive campus climate and first-generation status explained a significant

proportion of variance in sense of belonging R2 = .504, F(3, 1473) = 497.67, p < .001. The

interaction between inclusive campus climate and student belonging with first-generation status

as a moderator was not significant. Therefore, first-generation status did not moderate the link

between inclusive campus climate and sense of belonging.

For the second regression, I examined the main and interactive effects of inclusive

campus climate and Pell Grant status on the sense of belonging. As reported above, the main
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effect of an inclusive campus community was significant. The main effect of Pell Grant status

was also significant (B = -.144, t(1470) = -3.160, p = .002) and suggests that students who

received the Pell Grant are likely to experience a lower level of belonging. Together, inclusive

campus climate and Pell Grant status explained a significant proportion of the variance in sense

of belonging R2 = .501, F(3, 1473) = 491.41, p < .001. The interaction between inclusive campus

climate and Pell Grant status was not significant. Therefore, Pell Grant status did not moderate

the link between inclusive campus climate and sense of belonging.

For the third regression, I examined The main and interactive effects of inclusive campus

climate and race/ethnic minority identity on the sense of belonging. As reported above, the main

effect of inclusive campus community was significant. The main effect of race/ethnic minority

identity was significant (B = -.143, t(1314) = -3.712, p < .001), which suggests that race/ethnic

minority students are likely to experience a lower level of belonging. Together, inclusive campus

climate and race/ethnic minority identity explained a significant proportion of the variance in

sense of belonging R2 = .495, F(3, 1316) = 428.52, p < .001. The interaction between inclusive

campus climate and race/ethnic minority identity was not significant. Therefore, race/ethnic

minority identity did not moderate the link between inclusive campus climate and sense of

belonging.

Contact with Diverse Peers

For the first regression, I examined the main and interactive effects of contact with

diverse peers and first-generation status on the sense of belonging. The main effects were

significant (B = .381, t(1453) = 14.25, p < .001 and B = -.386, t(1453) = -6.096, p < .001,

respectively). The main effect of contact with diverse peers suggests that students who are

satisfied with interactions with students from diverse backgrounds experience higher levels of
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belonging. Together, contact with diverse peers and first-generation status explained a small but

significant proportion of variance in sense of belonging R2 = .182, F(3, 1456) = 107.77, p < .001.

The main effect was qualified by an interaction. Specifically, contact with diverse peers was

more strongly associated with sense of belonging for first-generation students (B = .538, SE =

.507, p < .001) than non-first-generation students (B = .381, SE = .027, p < .001). Therefore,

first-generation status moderated the link between contact with diverse peers and sense of

belonging.

For the second regression, I examined the main and interactive effects of contact with

diverse peers and Pell Grant status on the sense of belonging. As reported above, the main effect

of contact with diverse peers was significant. The main effect of Pell Grant status was also

significant (B = -.332, t(1453) = -5.793, p < .001). Together, contact with diverse peers and Pell

Grant status explained some proportion of the variance in sense of belonging R2 = .178, F(3,

1456) = 104.927, p < .001. The interaction between contact with diverse peers and Pell Grant

status was not significant. Therefore, Pell Grant status did not moderate the link between contact

with diverse peers and sense of belonging.

For the third regression, I examined the main and interactive effects of contact with

diverse peers and race/ethnic minority identity on sense of belonging. As reported above, the

main effect of contact with diverse peers was significant. The main effect of race/ethnic minority

identity was significant (B = -.262, t(1301) = -5.37, p < .001). The main effect of race/ethnic

minority identity suggests that race/ethnic minority students are likely to experience a lower

level of belonging. Together, contact with diverse peers and race/ethnic minority identity

explained some proportion of the variance in sense of belonging R2 = .183, F(3, 1303) = 96.947,

p < .001. Main effects were qualified by an interaction. Specifically, contact with diverse peers
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was more strongly associated with student belonging for race/ethnic minority students (B = .496,

SE = .042, p < .001) than majority students (B = .350, SE = .033, p < .001). Therefore,

race/ethnic minority identity moderated the link between contact with diverse peers and sense of

belonging.

Summary of Findings

In sum, I found that the Pell Grant status, first-generation status, and underrepresented

race/ethnic identity were associated with lower levels of belonging. Additionally, higher levels of

two contextual factors, inclusive campus climate and interactions with diverse peers, predicted

higher levels of belonging. I also found that Pell Grant status and underrepresented race/ethnic

identity moderated the association between interactions with diverse peers and sense of

belonging. Specifically, the association between interactions with diverse peers and belonging

was stronger for first-generation and race/ethnic minority students compared to majority peers.

Discussion

The purpose of the study was to understand variability in levels of college students’

belonging on campus and to explore contextual factors that predict higher belonging. The first

aim was to examine differences in sense of belonging between historically underrepresented

students and majority students. Results indicated that racial/ethnic minority identity,

first-generation status, and Pell Grant status were associated with lower levels of belonging.

These findings are in line with previous research showing that underrepresented students

experience lower levels of belonging and perceive the campus climate as less inclusive (Hussain

& Jones, 2021; Lewis, 2019). It could be that underrepresented students’ feelings of

non-belonging are due to their marginalized group membership and experiencing a higher

frequency of discrimination and microaggressions (Sue et al., 2007). In addition, first-generation

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?W3Z03w
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students tend to report less social support from family and friends (Jenkins et al., 2013), which

may lower their sense of belonging. Further, students from low-income families often perceive

more financial challenges, which might distract them from academic and social life in college,

therefore threatening their belonging to the institution.

The second aim was to investigate whether an inclusive campus climate and contact with

students from diverse backgrounds are associated with higher levels of belonging. Findings

indicated that both contextual factors predicted greater belonging, which means that students

who were more satisfied with being a part of an inclusive community and had more interactions

with peers from different backgrounds experienced higher levels of belonging. Therefore, it is

possible that lack of belonging can be improved through interventions that address these two

contextual predictors. Previous belonging interventions that aimed to promote inclusion within

campus communities were successful in promoting student belonging. For example, Murrar et al.

(2020) found that students in the intervention condition, for whom the valuing of diversity and

inclusion in daily interactions was normalized, reported higher levels of belonging to the

university community and felt that others valued their thoughts and opinions in the classroom.

Intergroup contact can also promote belonging, by buffering the negative effects of racial

discrimination toward minority students. For example, in one study, Latino students who built

cross-group friendships with majority group peers were less negatively influenced by race-based

rejection sensitivity (RS-race) on university satisfaction and sense of belonging

(Mendoza-Denton & Page-Gould, 2008). What’s more, among Non-White students who

participated in an activity that normalized adversity in college, those who are in groups with

greater diversity showed improvement in GPA, which is an important indicator of student

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?oDUsCB
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?3XYHwU
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?wNf7zG
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belonging (Binning et al., 2020). My findings support past work and highlight the necessity of

belonging interventions on campus.

The third aim was to examine whether these contextual factors predict belonging more

strongly for underrepresented students compared to majority students. My hypotheses were

partially supported such that racial/ethnic minority identity and first-generation status moderated

the relationship between contact with diverse peers and sense of belonging. Inconsistent with my

hypothesis, inclusive campus climate did not predict greater belonging more strongly for

underrepresented students. I speculate that the perception of an inclusive campus climate might

not always align with the actual experiences of underrepresented students. Although the

community may appear inclusive and welcoming on the surface, underrepresented students may

still encounter covert forms of discrimination or exclusion. Interactions with peers from diverse

backgrounds, though, might involve deeper and more meaningful engagement compared to the

broader notion of an inclusive campus climate. These interactions can involve shared

experiences, cultural or ethnic exchange, and support networks that contribute more directly to a

sense of belonging for underrepresented students. What’s more, interactions with peers from

similar backgrounds can provide a sense of validation and affirmation of one's identity (Tajfel,

2010). This affirmation may be particularly protective for underrepresented students who may

face challenges related to their identity.

Contrary to my hypothesis, Pell Grant status did not moderate the association between

contact with diverse peers and sense of belonging. One possible reason why the effect of contact

with peers from different backgrounds was not stronger for students coming from low-income

families might be that it matters less for students with invisible forms of diversity such as

socioeconomic status (SES) or income level. It may not be obvious to students if they are

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?l6Fj9y
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interacting with someone who has different SES from them compared to more visible

characteristics such as race and ethnicity. Nevertheless, this does not explain why the association

was stronger for first-generation students. It is possible that interactions with peers are supportive

and provide a buffering effect for first-generation students who perceive less social support from

their family members and friends. Research shows that first-generation students sometimes feel

less supported by family because their parents have less understanding of higher education

(Engle, 2007).

Limitations and Future Directions

Although this study has several strengths, there are a few noteworthy limitations. First, all

measures used in this study were single-item, which means that questions were about college in

general and not based on specific contexts (e.g., academic, social). Although single-item

measures can be straightforward, measures including several questions can be more

comprehensive to assess all facets of the variable. For example, past research examining sense of

belonging has included questions such as “I feel like a real part of (name of school)”, “Other

students here like me the way I am”, and “Most professors at this school are interested in me”

(Goodenow, 1993; Pittman & Richmond, 2008). Additionally, the measure for contact with

diverse peers did not include the quality of intergroup contact, in which higher-quality contact

may be more influential in changing intergroup attitudes than contact quantity (Voci &

Hewstone, 2003). Although satisfaction with contact might correlate with the interaction quality,

future measurements should explicitly assess quality. It could be beneficial if future

measurements for student belonging differentiate among institutional belonging, social

belonging, and belonging to a particular class, club, or sorority/fraternity. Students may not feel

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Y3ooE6
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?M38YCX
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?M38YCX
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they belong to the institution in general, while belonging to a friend group or a sports team may

buffer the negative effects of non-belonging to the overall college campus.

Additionally, data were collected from the University of Richmond senior exit survey and

that limited the participation to only seniors. However, belonging may change over time, and

belonging at one point may not reflect student belonging throughout the four years. Past research

shows that students tend to struggle with lower belonging in their first year of college because

they might encounter more challenges when going through the transition from high school

(Katrevich & Aruguete, 2017). Future research can look at longitudinal data and explore possible

factors that promote or threaten student belonging on campus.

Another limitation is that this study combined data across five years, from 2019 to 2023,

encompassing both pre-COVID-19 and post-COVID-19 periods. During the years affected by

COVID-19, levels of belonging were generally lower (Mooney & Becker, 2021). Moving

forward, it is crucial to analyze the data across time to examine whether the associations remain

the same each year or whether other environmental factors are correlated with sense of

belonging.

Another limitation is that I categorized all racial/ethnic minority students in one

underrepresented group and, thus, did not account for the variability of belonging within students

of color. Past work has shown that Black students reported experiencing a greater frequency of

racial microaggressions than Asian, Latinx, or Multiracial students on campus, which may in

turn lead to lower belonging for Black students than students from these groups (Lewis et al.,

2021). It would provide a more nuanced understanding if future research investigated the

differences between racial/ethnic groups.

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?KJbjAt
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?KJbjAt
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My findings added to the literature on student belonging at a mid-sized,

predominantly-White liberal arts institution. Most current literature focuses on college students

in larger universities where diversity in race, ethnicity, and SES is higher, and frequencies for

interactions with peers from different backgrounds were naturally higher. This study contributes

to literature showing that college students may benefit from interventions designed to promote

increases in student belonging.
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Table 1. Participants demographics.

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

N % N % N % N % N %

Ethnicity/Race

American Indian or Alaska 1 0.3 0.0 0.0 0.0 1 0.3

Asian 12 3.4 40 11.1 25 7.2 20 7.6 24 6.9

Black or African American 20 5.6 12 3.3 19 5.5 12 4.6 18 5.2

Hispanics of any race 29 8.1 32 8.9 27 7.8 31 11.8 45 13.0

Nonresident Alien 27 7.6 16 4.4 28 8.0 14 5.3 16 4.6

Race and Ethnicity
Unknown

23 6.5 13 3.6 16 4.6 10 3.8 17 4.9

Two or more races 15 4.2 17 4.7 18 5.2 15 5.7 17 4.9

White 229 64.3 230 63.9 215 61.8 161 61.2 209 60.2

First Generation Status

First-generation 47 13.2 53 10.0 40 11.5 40 15.2 49 14.1

Non-first-generation 309 86.8 307 90.0 308 88.5 223 84.8 298 85.9

Pell Grant Status

Yes 65 18.3 36 14.7 59 17.0 37 14.1 63 18.2

No 292 81.7 324 85.3 289 83.0 226 85.9 284 81.8



EXAMINING COLLEGE STUDENT BELONGING 26

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics

Mean Differences on Study Variables by Race/Ethnicity, First Generation Status and Pell Grant Status

Variable n M SD t p d

Sense of belonging Students of color 260 2.73 0.878 7.34 <.001 0.514

White 944 3.17 0.859

First generation 190 2.7 0.896 6.081 <.001 0.472

Non-first generation 1317 3.12 0.878

Pell grant 248 2.78 0.928 5.338 <.001 0.387

Non-pell grant 1259 3.12 0.873

Intergroup contact Students of color 263 2.78 0.957 3.334 <.001 0.254

White 938 2.99 0.816

First generation 192 2.89 0.969 1.119 0.132 0.096

Non-first generation 1310 2.97 0.846

Pell grant 249 2.89 0.944 1.3 0.097 0.097

Non-pell grant 1253 2.97 0.845

Inclusive campus Students of color 265 2.49 0.938 6.455 <.001 0.471

White 944 2.9 0.862

First generation 189 2.59 0.916 3.655 <.001 0.284

Non-first generation 1312 2.85 0.89

Pell grant 251 2.57 0.898 4.743 <.001 0.33

Non-pell grant 1267 2.86 0.889
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