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ABSTRACT 
Object ve: A se se of belo gi g – the subjective feeli g of deep co  ectio  with social 
groups, physical places, a d i dividual a d collective experie ces – is a fu dame tal huma  
 eed that predicts  umerous me tal, physical, social, eco omic, a d behavioural outcomes. 
However, varyi g perspectives o  how belo gi g should be co ceptualised, assessed, a d 
cultivated has hampered much- eeded progress o  this timely a d importa t topic. To address 
these critical issues, we co ducted a  arrative review that summarizes existi g perspectives o  
belo gi g, describes a  ew i tegrative framework for u dersta di g a d studyi g belo gi g, 
a d ide tifes several key ave ues for future research a d practice. 
Method: We searched releva t databases, i cludi g Google Scholar, PubMed, Scopus, 
PsycI fo, a d Cli icalTrials.gov, for articles describi g belo gi g, i strume ts for assessi g 
belo gi g, a d i terve tio s for i creasi g belo gi g. 
Results: By ide tifyi g the core compo e ts of belo gi g, we i troduce a  ew i tegrative 
framework for u dersta di g, assessi g, a d cultivati g belo gi g that focuses o  four i ter-
related compo e ts: compete cies, opportu ities, motivatio s, a d perceptio s. 
Conclus on: This i tegrative framework e ha ces our u dersta di g of the basic  ature a d 
features of belo gi g, provides a fou datio  for future i terdiscipli ary research o  belo gi g 
a d belo gi g ess, a d highlights how a robust se se of belo gi g may be cultivated to 
improve huma  health a d resilie ce for i dividuals a d commu ities worldwide. 

KEY POINTS 
What  s already known about th s top c: 
(1) Belo gi g is a fu dame tal huma   eed that all people are drive  to satisfy. 
(2) However, there is disagreeme t i  the literature regardi g how a perso  should go about 

i creasi g their se se of belo gi g. 
(3) There is also little co se sus regardi g how belo gi g should be co ceptualized a d 

measured. 

What th s top c adds: 
(1) The review article draws together disparate perspectives o  belo gi g a d har esses the 

stre gths of this multitude of perspectives to help adva ce the feld. 
(2) The paper provides a framework that ca  help i form researchers, practitio ers, a d 

i dividuals seeki g to i crease a se se of belo gi g i  themselves a d i  the orga izatio s 
a d groups i  which they work a d live. 

(3) We posit that compete cies, opportu ities, motivatio s, a d perceptio s are ce tral ele-
me ts i  strategies that ca  be used to i crease our i dividual a d collective se se of 
belo gi g for the betterme t of society. 

Although the importa ce of social relatio ships, cultural 
ide tity, a d – especially for i dige ous people – place 
have lo g bee  appare t i  research across multiple 
discipli es (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Cacioppo & 
Hawkley, 2003; Carter et al., 2018; Maslow, 1954; Rouchy, 

2002; Vailla t, 2012), the year 2020 – with massive bush-
fres i  Australia a d elsewhere destroyi g a cie t 
la ds, the emerge ce of the COVID-19 pa demic, a d 
the Black Lives Matter moveme t i  the U.S., amo gst 
other eve ts – brought the importa ce of belo gi g to 
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the forefro t of public atte tio . Belo gi g ca  be 
def ed as a subjective feeli g that o e is a  i tegral 
part of their surrou di g systems, i cludi g family, 
frie ds, school, work e viro me ts, commu ities, cul-
tural groups, a d physical places (Hagerty et al., 1992). 
Most people have a deep  eed to feel a se se of belo g-
i g, characterized as a positive but ofte  fuid a d 
ephemeral co  ectio  with other people, places, a d/ 
or experie ces (Alle , 2020a). 

There is ge eral agreeme t that belo gi g is 
a fu dame tal huma   eed that almost all people 
seek to satisfy (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Deci & 
Rya , 2000; Leary & Kelly, 2009; Maslow, 1954). 
However, there is less agreeme t about the belo gi g 
co struct itself, how belo gi g should be measured, 
a d what people ca  do to satisfy the  eed for belo g-
i g. These issues have arise  i  part because the 
belo gi g literature is broad a d theoretically diverse, 
with authors approachi g the topic from ma y difer-
e t perspectives, with little i tegratio  across these 
perspectives. Therefore, there is a  eed to bri g 
together disparate perspectives to better u dersta d 
belo gi g as a co struct, how it ca  be assessed, a d 
how it ca  be developed. This  arrative review 
describes several ce tral issues i  belo gi g research, 
bri gi g together various viewpoi ts o  belo gi g 
a d har essi g the stre gths of the multitude of per-
spectives. Based o  this review, we propose a  i te-
grative framework o  belo gi g a d co sider 
implicatio s of this framework for future research a d 
practice. 

Buried in biology 

A  eed to belo g – to co  ect deeply with other 
people a d secure places, to alig  with o e’s cultural 
a d subcultural ide tities, a d to feel like o e is a part 
of the systems arou d them – appears to be buried 
deep i side our biology, all the way dow  to the 
huma  ge ome (Slavich & Cole, 2013). Physical safety 
a d well-bei g are i timately li ked with the quality of 
huma  relatio ships a d the characteristics of the sur-
rou di g social world (Ha h, 2017), a d co  ectio  
with other people a d places is crucial for survival 
(Boyd & Richerso , 2009). I deed, for I dige ous peo-
ple, “others” a d “place” are sy o ymous a d are i ex-
tricably e twi ed, where cou try provides a deep 
se se of belo gi g a d ide tity as Aborigi al people 
(Harriso  & McLea , 2017). 

The so-called “ eed to belo g” has bee  observed 
at both the  eural a d peripheral biological level (e.g., 
Blackhart et al., 2007; Kross et al., 2007; Slavich et al., 
2014; Slavich, Way et al., 2010), as well as behaviourally 

a d socially (e.g., Brewer, 2007; Filstad et al., 2019). 
Disparate li es of research suggest that the pri cipal 
desig  of the huma  brai  a d immu e system is to 
keep the body biologically a d physically safe by moti-
vati g people to avoid social threats a d seek out 
social safety, co  ectio , a d belo gi g (Slavich, 
2020). I deed, a se se of belo gi g may be just as 
importa t as food, shelter, a d physical safety for pro-
moti g health a d survival i  the lo g ru  (Baumeister 
& Leary, 1995; Maslow, 1954). 

A dynamic, emergent construct 

Although belo gi g occurs as a subjective feeli g, it 
exists withi  a dy amic social milieu. Biological  eeds 
compleme t, acce tuate, a d i teract with social 
structures,  orms, co texts, a d experie ces (Slavich, 
2020). Social, cultural, e viro me tal, a d geographi-
cal structures, broadly def ed, provide a  orie tatio  
for the self to determi e who a d what is acceptable, 
the  ature of right a d wro g, a d a se se of belo g-
i g or alie atio  (Alle , 2020b). The se se of self 
emerges from o e’s predomi a t social a d e viro -
me tal co texts, rei forci g a d challe gi g the sub-
jective se se of belo gi g. Belo gi g is facilitated a d 
hi dered by people, thi gs, a d experie ces i volvi g 
the social milieu, which dy amically i teract with the 
i dividual’s character, experie ces, culture, ide tity, 
a d perceptio s. Put a other way, belo gi g exists 
“because of a d i  co  ectio  with the systems i  
which we reside” (Ker  et al., 2020, p. 709). 

Struggling to belong 

Despite its importa ce, ma y people struggle to feel 
a se se of belo gi g. Socially, a sig ifca t portio  of 
people sufer from social isolatio , lo eli ess, a d 
a lack of co  ectio  to others (A derso  & Thayer, 
2018). For example, i  2017, i  Australia, half of adults 
surveyed reported lacki g compa io ship at least 
some of the time, a d o e i  four adults could be 
classifed as bei g lo ely (Australia  Psychological 
Society, 2018). Similar f di gs have bee  reported i  
the U ited States, where 63% of me  a d 58% of 
wome  reported feeli g lo ely (Cig a, 2018). Social 
disco  ectio  has become a co cer i g tre d across 
ma y developed cultures for several reaso s, i cludi g 
social mobility, shifts i  tech ology, broke  family a d 
commu ity structures, a d the pace of moder  life 
(Baumeister & Robso , 2021). The COVID-19 pa demic 
mag ifed a d accelerated the struggles that already 
existed. Early studies i vestigati g the social a d me -
tal health impacts of the pa demic have poi ted to 
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i creases i  lo eli ess a d me tal ill ess, especially 
amo g vul erable populatio s, that is caused at least 
i  part from exte ded periods of isolatio , social dis-
ta ci g, a d risi g distrust of others (Ahmed et al., 
2020; Alle , 2020b; Dsouza et al., 2020; Gruber et al., 
i  press; Wa g et al., 2020). 

Struggles to belo g are particularly evide t i  mi o-
rities a d other groups that have bee  historically 
margi alised by mai stream cultures. For i sta ce, 
eve  as ma y I dige ous people experie ce a se se 
of well-bei g whe  they co  ect with a d participate 
i  their traditio al culture (e.g., Colquhou  & Dockery, 
2012; Dockery, 2010; O’Leary, 2020), ma y Aborigi al 
people also experie ce o goi g grief from cou try 
dispossessio  (Williamso  et al., 2020). As bushfres 
ravaged Australia  la ds early i  2020, for example, the 
grief of the fres for I dige ous Australia s was sig if-
ca tly worse tha   o I dige ous people, as they  ot 
o ly watched the fres decimate their la d, but also 
their memories, sacred places, a d the hearts of who 
they are as a people (Williamso  et al., 2020). Several 
mo ths later, the killi g of George Floyd, a Black ma  
i  the U.S., i itiated protests worldwide that provided 
a se se of mea i g i  co  ecti g with others agai st 
racism (Ramsde , 2020), bri gi g to light yet agai  the 
systemic exclusio  that Black people have lo g experi-
e ced i  the U.S. a d elsewhere (Corbould, 2020; 
Yulia to, 2020). 

A narrat ve rev ew of belong ng research 

With this backgrou d i  mi d, we  arratively review 
existi g studies o  belo gi g, co sideri g difere t 
perspectives o  how belo gi g has bee  def ed a d 
operatio alised, alo g with correlates, predictors, a d 
outcomes associated with belo gi g. Although 
belo gi g is  ot merely the opposite of lo eli ess, 
social isolatio , or feeli gs of disco  ectio , across 
the literature, low a d high belo gi g have ofte  
bee  co ceptualized as represe ti g difere t sides 
of the same co ceptual co ti uum (Alle  & Ker , 
2017, 2019; for a review of belo gi g a d lo eli ess, 
see Lim et al., 2021). Furthermore, because of the 
shared similarities a d close relatio ships betwee  
the co structs, we i clude studies that have co sid-
ered the prese ce of belo gi g, low levels of belo g-
i g, a d disco  ectio  i dicators. 

Defning belonging 

Def itio s of the co structs of “belo gi ess” a d 
“belo gi g” have lacked co ceptual clarity a d co sis-
te cy across studies, which has limited adva ces i  the 

scie ce a d practice of belo gi g. Belo gi g has bee  
def ed a d operatio alised i  several ways (e.g., 
Goode ow, 1993; Hagerty & Patusky, 1995; Malo e 
et al., 2012; Nichols & Webster, 2013), which has 
e abled i vestigators to test whether i terve tio s 
i crease a se se of belo gi g over days, weeks, or 
mo ths. However, def itio s have ofte  explicitly 
focused o  social belo gi g, thus missi g other esse -
tial aspects such as co  ectio  to place a d culture, 
a d the dy amic i teractio s with the social milieu, as 
described above. 

Additio ally, because of the i creased importa ce 
of belo gi g duri g adolesce ce, much of the research 
o  belo gi g has i volved stude ts i  school setti gs 
(Abdollahi et al., 2020; Arsla  et al., 2020; Yeager et al., 
2018). Def itio s of belo gi g have te ded to i clude 
school-based experie ces, relatio ships with peers a d 
teachers, a d stude ts’ emotio al co  ectio  with or 
feeli gs toward their school (Alle  & Bowles, 2012; 
Alle  et al., 2018, 2016; O’Brie  & Bowles, 2013; Slate  
et al., 2016). Goode ow a d Grady’s (1993) def itio  
remai s the most commo ly used def itio : “the 
exte t to which stude ts feel perso ally accepted, 
respected, i cluded, a d supported by others i  the 
school social e viro me t” (p. 80). 

A disti ctio  ca  be made betwee  trait (i.e., 
belo gi g as a core psychological  eed) a d state 
(i.e., situatio -specifc se ses of belo gi g) belo gi g-
 ess. Studies suggest that state belo gi g is i fu-
e ced by various daily life eve ts a d stressors (Ma, 
2003; Sedgwick & Rougeau, 2010; Walto  & Cohe , 
2011). Depe di g o  the variability of situatio s a d 
experie ces that o e e cou ters, alo g with o e’s 
perceptio s of those situatio s a d experie ces, 
a perso ’s subjective se se of belo gi g ca  cha ge 
as freque tly as several times a day, i  much the same 
way that happi ess a d other emotio s cha ge over 
time (Trampe et al., 2015). However, people ca  also 
have relatively stable experie ces of belo gi g. For 
example, some i dividuals demo strate ge erally 
high or low levels of belo gi g with relatively little 
variability across time a d difere t situatio s. I  co -
trast, for others, a se se of belo gi g is more variable, 
depe di g o  o e’s aware ess of a d perceptio s of 
e viro me tal co text a d social cues (Schall et al., 
2016). For i sta ce, whereas o e i dividual might per-
ceive a smile from a coworker as a sig  that they are 
part of a commu ity, a other perso  might suspect 
a co trived behaviour a d see it as a sig  of exclusio . 
I deed, research suggests that the efects of belo g-
i g-related stressors ca  be more i te se for those 
who ide tify with outgroups (Walto  & Brady, 2017). 
Such outgroups i clude those from racial mi orities, 
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those who ide tify as sexually or ge der diverse, or 
i dividuals with behaviours, attributes, or abilities that 
depart from the social  orm, such as those that stem 
from me tal health issues or disability (Gard er et al., 
2019; Harrist & Bradley, 2002; Rai ey et al., 2018; 
Spe cer et al., 2016; Steger & Kashda , 2009). 

It appears that multiple processes must co verge 
for a stable, trait-like se se of belo gi g to emerge a d 
support well-bei g a d other positive outcomes 
(Cacioppo et al., 2015; Erze  & Çikrikci, 2018; Mellor 
et al., 2008; Rico-Uribe et al., 2018; Walto  & Cohe , 
2011). For i sta ce, a successful si ger might be moti-
vated to si g a d have the skills a d capacity 
 eeded to si g well, co fde ce, opportu ities to 
si g, a d support by others. It would seem that trait 
belo gi g ess is more crucial for me tal health a d 
well-bei g; that is, a more stable a d lasti g se se of 
belo gi g as opposed to a state of belo gi g (i.e., 
a temporary feeli g of belo gi g based o  thoughts, 
feeli gs, a d behaviours (Clark et al., 2003). 

Assessing belonging 

Several difere t i strume ts have bee  used to assess 
belo gi g but there is  o co se sus, gold-sta dard 
measure. The difere tiatio  betwee  state a d trait 
belo gi g ess has made def i g a d measuri g 
belo gi g eve  more complicated. Most belo gi g 
measures are u idime sio al, subjective, a d static, 
represe ti g a s apshot of a perso ’s perceptio  at 
the time of admi istratio . I strume ts such as 
Walto ’s measures of belo gi g a d belo gi g u cer-
tai ty have bee  used i  various studies withi  educa-
tio  a d social psychology (Py e et al., 2018; Walto  & 
Cohe , 2007). These measures assess belo gi g from 
a more state-based se se of belo gi g, capturi g tra -
sitory feeli gs of belo gi g or lack of situatio -specifc 
belo gi g (Walto , 2014; Walto  & Brady, 2017). Other 
measures, such as the UCLA Lo eli ess Scale, pote -
tially assess a more stable, trait-like se se of belo gi g, 
poi ti g to belo gi g as a core psychological  eed 
(Mahar et al., 2014). It could be argued that commo ly 
used belo gi g measures are more accurate i  asses-
si g state-like experie ces due to their prope sity to 
assess belo gi g i  a si gle s apshot (Cruwys et al., 
2014; Leary et al., 2013; Marti , 2007). This is also the 
case with more applied belo gi g studies, such as 
those focused o  school belo gi g (Alle  et al., 2018; 
Arsla  & Alle , 2020). 

Give  that  o si gle measure of belo gi g exists, 
research has exami ed  umerous belo gi g surveys 
to ide tify commo alities that ca  be applied across 
a variety of discipli es. Mahar et al. (2014) reviewed 

several i strume ts for assessi g belo gi g ess a d 
fou d that belo gi g was ofte  measured as related to 
the performa ce i dicators of specifc types of service 
orga isatio s. For example, the se se of belo gi g to 
a church co gregatio  may depe d o  the amou t of 
support a perso  receives from that co gregatio  
whereas belo gi g to a u iversity is depe de t  ot 
just o  social co  ectio s but also o  how well 
a stude t performs academically. As a whole, there-
fore, various social scie ce discipli es have their ow  
measures a d scales for assessi g belo gi g. 

However, there are some commo alities i  all of the 
studies reviewed by Mahar et al. (2014). First, a se se of 
belo gi g is based o  a  i dividual’s perceptio  of their 
co  ectio  to a chose  group or place. Most i strume ts 
that Mahar a d colleagues reviewed co tai ed at least 
o e questio  that refere ced the feeli g of belo gi g, 
whether to a large group such as a cou try or race or 
a small group such as a church or school. Seco d, the 
se se of belo gi g is depe de t o  opportu ities for 
i teractio  with others. Each survey reviewed refere ced 
this variable difere tly, usi g words such as “relatio -
ships,” “maki g frie ds,” “spe di g time,” a d “bo di g.” 
Whatever term is used, the i strume ts all appear to be 
measuri g the same thi g –  amely, the opportu ities 
a perso  has to belo g to a desired group. 

A few scales specifcally ask respo de ts to evaluate 
their motivatio s to co  ect a d build relatio ships 
with a desired group. Motivatio s appear to be a  area 
of importa ce that is ofte  ig ored i  previous survey 
tools. The importa ce of this eleme t will be further 
explored below. 

I  additio , several measures co sider the ability to 
belo g. Specifcally, does the i dividual have the social 
skills a d abilities it takes to belo g to a group? The 
reviewed i strume ts might i clude a questio  such as 
“I f d it easy to make frie ds” (Mahar et al., 2014, 
p. 23); however, the questio s do  ot specifcally 
address whether a  i dividual is able to belo g to 
the desired group because of their behaviours or 
attitudes. 

Correlates, predictors, and outcomes associated 
with belonging 

Regardless of how belo gi g has bee  def ed a d 
measured, the fu dame tal importa ce of belo gi g 
combi ed with elevated levels of social disco  ectio  
evide t i  moder  society has led to several fruitful 
areas of research a d applicatio . A se se of belo gi g 
has bee  used as a  i depe de t, depe de t, a d 
correlated variable i  a wide ra ge of studies demo -
strati g the salie ce of this co struct across various 
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co texts (e.g., Alle  et al., 2018; Freema  et al., 2007). 
For i sta ce, Mahar et al. (2014) reviewed how a se se 
of belo gi g was measured a d acted as a service 
outcome amo g perso s with i tellectual a d devel-
opme tal disabilities, co cludi g that belo gi g is a  
importa t outcome i  this domai . Other studies have 
fou d a positive associatio  betwee  stude ts’ 
belo gi g  eeds a d psychological well-bei g 
(Karama  & Tarim, 2018; Kitche  et al., 2015). 
U dergraduates’ i volveme t i  courses that use tech-
 ology was fou d to be related to higher belo gi g 
levels (Lo g, 2016). Additio ally, a se se of belo gi g 
has bee  positively related to persiste ce i  course 
study (Akiva et al., 2013; Hausma  et al., 2007; 
Moallem, 2013). Across these a d other studies, 
greater belo gi g has bee  co siste tly associated 
with more positive psychosocial outcomes. 

Other studies have co sidered the implicatio s of 
belo gi g i terve tio s that target (a) characteristics 
of the i dividual i cludi g perso ality, social skills, a d 
cog itio s (e.g., Durlak et al., 2011; Fryde berg et al., 
2004; Walto  & Cohe , 2011); (b) their social relatio -
ships (e.g., Aro  et al., 1997; Ka ter et al., 2018); or (c) 
the e viro me t that i dividuals i habit, such as the 
physical attributes of the workplace, se se of space, 
a d opportu ities to co  ect (e.g., Gustafso , 2009; 
Jaitli & Hua, 2013; Trawalter et al., 2020). Most i ter-
ve tio  studies have treated belo gi g as a seco dary 
outcome rather tha  directly targeti g belo gi g 
(Arsla  et al., 2020), although there are some excep-
tio s. For i sta ce, i  a brief social belo gi g i terve -
tio  i  a college setti g for Black America s, positive 
efects appeared to be lo g-lasti g (i.e., from 7 to 
11 years; Brady et al., 2020). A brief social belo gi g 
i terve tio  amo g mi ority stude ts had positive 
impacts o  academic a d health outcomes amo g 
mi ority stude ts by e couragi g stude ts to u der-
sta d that the feeli g of  ot belo gi g is  ormal a d 
temporary (Walto  & Cohe , 2011). Additio ally, 
Borma  et al. (2019) fou d that improveme t i  stu-
de ts’ se se of belo gi g partially mediated the 
efects of a similar i terve tio  o  academic achieve-
me t a d discipli ary problems i  seco dary school. 

Other research has exami ed the be efts that arise 
from a se se of belo gi g. These studies have ide ti-
fed  umerous positive efects of havi g a healthy 
se se of belo gi g, i cludi g more positive social 
relatio ships, academic achieveme t, occupatio al 
success, a d better physical a d me tal health (e.g., 
Alle  et al., 2018; Goode ow & Grady, 1993; Hagerty 
et al., 1992). A lack of belo gi g, i  tur , has bee  
li ked to a  i creased risk for me tal a d physical 
health problems (Cacioppo et al., 2015; Hari, 2019). 

I deed, a meta-a alysis of 70 studies co cluded that 
the health risks associated with social isolatio  are 
equivale t to smoki g 15 cigarettes a day a d is 
twice as harmful as obesity (Holt-Lu stad et al., 2015). 
Likewise, studies have fou d that defcits i  social 
relatio ships across the lifespa  are associated with 
depressio , poor sleep quality, rapid cog itive decli e, 
cardiovascular difculties, a d reduced immu ity 
(Hawkley & Capita io, 2015). More specifcally, the 
adverse efects of  ot belo gi g or bei g rejected 
i clude a  i creased risk for me tal ill ess, a tisocial 
behaviour, lowered immu e fu ctio i g, physical ill-
 ess, a d early mortality (e.g., Cacioppo & Hawkley, 
2003; Cacioppo et al., 2011; Choe arom et al., 2005; 
Cor well & Waite, 2009; Holt-Lu stad, 2018; Leary, 
1990; Slavich, O’Do ova  et al., 2010). 

An  ntegrat ve framework for belong ng 

The take-home message from this review is that 
belo gi g is a ce tral co struct i  huma  health, 
behaviour, a d experie ce. However, studies o  this 
topic have used i co siste t termi ology, def i-
tio s, a d measures. At times, belo gi g has bee  
treated as a predictor, outcome, correlate, a d cov-
ariate. Moreover, it is u clear whether the lack of 
a se se of belo gi g is equivale t to  egative co -
structs such as lo eli ess, disco  ectio , a d isola-
tio , or if these are separate dime sio s. These 
i co siste cies have arise  i  part from the multiple 
theoretical a d empirical perspectives prese t i  
the belo gi g literature. Buildi g o  these difere t 
perspectives a d i sights, we propose a  i tegra-
tive framework to co ceptualise belo gi g mea-
sures a d i form future research, practice, a d 
i terve tio s. More specifcally, we suggest that 
belo gi g is a dy amic feeli g a d experie ce 
that emerges from four i terrelated compo e ts 
that arise from a d are supported by the systems 
i  which i dividuals reside. As illustrated i  
Figure 1, the four compo e ts are: 

(1) compete cies for belo gi g (skills a d abilities); 
(2) opportu ities to belo g (e ablers, removal/ 

reductio  of barriers); 
(3) motivatio s to belo g (i  er drive); a d 
(4) perceptio s of belo gi g (cog itio s, attribu-

tio s, a d feedback mecha isms – positive or 
 egative experie ces whe  co  ecti g). 

As a dy amic social system, these four compo e ts 
rei force a d i fue ce o e a other over time, as 
a perso  moves through difere t social, e viro me tal, 
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Figure 1. An  ntegrat ve framework for understand ng, assess ng, and foster ng belong ng. Four  nterrelated components ( .e., 
Competenc es, Opportun t es, Mot vat ons, and Percept ons) dynam cally  nteract and  nfuence one another, sh ft ng, evolv ng, 
and adapt ng as an  nd v dual traverses temporal, soc al, and env ronmental contexts and exper ences. 

a d temporal co texts a d experie ces. Together they 
dy amically i teract with, are supported or hi dered by, 
a d impact releva t social milieus. The  arrative of how 
these compo e ts i terco  ect results i  co siste tly 
high belo gi g levels, which support positive life 
outcomes. 

Competencies for belonging 

The frst compo e t we suggest belo gi g emerges 
from is compete cies: havi g a set of skills a d abilities 
(both subjective a d objective)  eeded to co  ect a d 
experie ce belo gi g. Skills e able i dividuals to 
relate with others, ide tify with their cultural back-
grou d, develop a se se of ide tity, a d co  ect to 
place a d cou try. Compete cies e able people to 
e sure that their behaviour is co siste t with group 
social  orms, alig  with cultural values, a d treat the 
place a d la d with respect. The developme t of social 
compete cies is ce tral to social a d emotio al lear -
i g approaches [e.g., Collaborative for Academic, 
Social a d Emotio al Lear i g (CASEL), 2018], a d 
plays a critical role i  supporti g positive youth devel-
opme t (Durlak et al., 2011; Ker  et al., 2017). I  tur , 
defcits i  social compete cies ca  limit relatio ship 
quality, social relatio s, a d social positio s (Frostad & 
Pijl, 2007). 

With some exceptio s, most people ca  develop 
skills to improve their ability to co  ect with people, 
thi gs, a d places. Social skills i clude bei g aware of 
o eself a d others, emotio  a d behavioural regulatio , 

verbal a d  o verbal commu icatio , ack owledge-
me t a d alig me t with social  orms, a d active lis-
te i g (Blackhart et al., 2011). Cultural skills i clude 
u dersta di g o e’s heritage, mi dful ack owledge-
me t of place, a d alig me t with releva t values. 
Social, emotio al, a d cultural compete cies comple-
me t a d rei force o e a other, a d co tribute to a d 
are rei forced by feeli g a se se of belo gi g. The 
ability to regulate emotio s, for example, may reduce 
the likelihood of social rejectio  or ostracisatio  from 
others (Harrist & Bradley, 2002). Compete cies ca  also 
help i dividuals cope efectively with feeli gs of  ot 
belo gi g whe  they arise (Fryde berg et al., 2009). 
Poi ti g to the social  ature of compete cies, the dis-
play a d use of skills may be socially rei forced through 
accepta ce a d i clusio . I  tur , feeli g a se se of 
belo gi g may also assist i  usi g socially appropriate 
skills (Blackhart et al., 2011). 

Opportunities to belong 

The seco d compo e t we suggest belo gi g emerges 
from is opportu ities: the availability of groups, people, 
places, times, a d spaces that e able belo gi g to 
occur. The ability to co  ect with others is useless if 
opportu ities to co  ect are lacki g. For i sta ce, stu-
dies with people from rural or isolated areas, frst- 
a d seco d-ge eratio  migra ts, a d refugees have 
fou d that these groups have more difculty ma agi g 
psychological well-bei g, physical health, a d tra si-
tio s (Correa-Velez et al., 2010; Keyes & Ka e, 2004). 
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They might have social compete cies, but their circum-
sta ces limit opportu ities to foster belo gi g. For 
example, Correa-Velez et al. (2010) studied  early 100 
adolesce t refugees who had bee  i  Melbour e, 
Australia, for three years or less. Eve  with deliberate 
steps take  to help the stude ts i tegrate i to their  ew 
schools, i cludi g la guage developme t, they over-
whelmi gly reported feeli gs of discrimi atio  a d bul-
lyi g, a d subseque tly exhibited a lower se se of well- 
bei g. Although these stude ts had the skills to co  ect 
with their schoolmates, they were  ot give  opportu-
 ities to co  ect. Similarly, legacies of racism, disposses-
sio , a d assimilatio  have co ti ued to exclude 
Aborigi al people from co  ecti g with a d ma agi g 
their homela ds (Williamso  et al., 2020). 

The  eed for opportu ities became poig a tly evi-
de t duri g the COVID-19 pa demic, as social dista -
ci g was e forced i  cou tries arou d the world a d 
ma y huma  i teractio s became virtual i   ature. 
Active membership of extracurricular groups, schools, 
u iversities, workplaces, church groups, families, 
frie dship groups, a d participatio  i  hobbies pro-
vide opportu ities for huma  co  ectio s. For 
i sta ce, school atte da ce is a prerequisite for stu-
de ts to feel a se se of belo gi g with their school 
(Akar-Vural et al., 2013; Bowles & Scull, 2019). I  the 
abse ce of physical opportu ities for belo gi g, tech-
 ologies such as social media a d o li e gami g may 
help meet this  eed, especially for youth (Alle  et al., 
2014; Davis, 2012) a d for those who are i troverted, 
shy, or who sufer from social a xiety (Amichai- 
Hamburger et al., 2002; Moore & McElroy, 2012; Rya  
et al., 2017; Seabrook et al., 2016; Seidma , 2013). 
However, it remai s u certai  the exte t to which 
tech ologically mediated approaches ca  fully com-
pe sate for face-to-face i teractio s. 

The Black Lives Matter moveme t particularly 
poi ts to opportu ities for those that are ofte  
excluded by buildi g social capital that stre gthe s 
co  ectio s, allows activists to share their messages, 
a d illumi ates the i equities existi g withi  a d 
across cultures. I  Put am’s (2000) work o  social capi-
tal ide tifed social  etworks as fu dame tal pri ciples 
for creati g opportu ity. Put am described the co -
cepts of bridgi g a d bo di g social capital, i  which 
the former was later referred to as i clusive belo gi g, 
whereas the latter pertai s to exclusive belo gi g 
(Put am, 2000; Rofey, 2013). Bo di g social capital 
highlights the co  ectio s fou d withi  a commu ity 
of people shari g similar characteristics or back-
grou ds, i cludi g i terests, attitudes, a d demo-
graphics (Claridge, 2018). This might be observed 
with close frie ds a d family members (Claridge, 

2018) or other homoge ous groups such as a church 
based wome ’s readi g group or a  over-50s me s’ 
basketball team (Put am, 2000). I  co trast, bridgi g 
social capital is i clusive because it creates broader 
social  etworks a d a higher degree of social recipro-
city betwee  members (Put am, 2000). Bridgi g social 
capital may emerge from the co  ectio  people build 
to share their resources (Murray et al., 2020). Most 
members are i terco  ected through this type of 
social capital, which tra sce ds class, race, religio , 
a d sociodemographic characteristics. Bridgi g social 
capital occurs whe  there is a  opportu ity for a y 
perso  to i teract with others (Put am, 2000). This 
might look like a sporti g eve t, a gatheri g of co -
cer ed about a commo  co cer  like climate cha ge 
or racism, or eve  atte da ce at a public co cert. I  
the same way, i clusive belo gi g represe ts mutual 
be efts for all parties i volved. I  co trast, exclusive 
belo gi g prese ts the idea that a selected group will 
be eft from membership, particularly those who are 
members of the group (Rofey, 2013). Commu ities 
a d orga isatio s ca  employ i clusive belo gi g 
pri ciples that may improve the experie ce of belo g-
i g for people, particularly vul erable to rejectio  a d 
pro e to social isolatio  a d lo eli ess (Alle  et al., 
2019; Rofey, 2013; Rofey et al., 2019). 

There are  umerous ways for i dividuals, groups, a d 
commu ities to create opportu ities for belo gi g, a d 
some of these opportu ities ca  eve  be motivated by 
a se se of  ot belo gi g (Leary & Alle , 2011; Lo do  
et al., 2007). For example, those who have bee  dise -
fra chised, have sufered abuse or trauma, or have bee  
ostracised or rejected may look for alter ative sources 
for belo gi g (Gerber & Wheeler, 2009; Hagerty et al., 
2002). This search for belo gi g outside, or i  opposi-
tio  to, established  orms provides o e expla atio  for 
the rise of radicalisatio  a d extremism (Leary et al., 
2006; Lyo s-Padilla et al., 2015), participatio  i  ga gs 
a d orga ised crime (Voisi  et al., 2014), a d school 
viole ce (Leary et al., 2003). It ca  also be a  i ce tive 
for more socially acceptable pathways to belo gi g, 
such as through joi i g support groups, or bo di g 
together with diverse others to fght agai st racism 
(Ramsde , 2020). At i dividual, i stitutio al, a d societal 
levels, there is a  eed to create opportu ities a d 
reduce barriers to e able positive co  ectio  to occur 
so that people are less likely to seek out problematic 
co texts for belo gi g. 

Motivations to belong 

The third compo e t we suggest belo gi g emerges 
from is motivatio s: a  eed or desire to co  ect with 
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others. Belo gi g motivatio  refers to the fu dame tal 
 eed for people to be accepted, belo g, a d seek 
social i teractio s a d co  ectio s (Leary & Kelly, 
2009). Socially, a perso  who is motivated to belo g 
is someo e who e joys positive i teractio s with 
others, seeks out i terperso al co  ectio s, has posi-
tive experie ces of lo g-term relatio ships, dislikes 
 egative social experie ces, a d resists the loss of 
attachme ts (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). I  social situa-
tio s, people who are motivated to belo g will actively 
seek similarities a d thi gs i  commo  with others. 
Similarly, a perso  might be motivated to co  ect 
with a place, their culture or eth ic backgrou d, or 
other belo gi g co tributors. 

The degree to which people are motivated to 
belo g varies, although this characteristic is  ot always 
accou ted for by perso ality type or attributes (Leary & 
Kelly, 2009). Weak motivatio  to belo g ca  be asso-
ciated with psychological dysfu ctio  (Baumeister & 
Leary, 1995), a d weak motivatio  may, alo gside 
other socially mediated criteria, become a predictor 
of psychological pathology (Leary & Kelly, 2009). 
A lack of motivatio  may arise i  part from repeated 
rejectio  a d thwarti g of o e’s basic psychological 
 eeds of related ess, compete ce, a d auto omy 
(Rya  & Deci, 2001), resulti g i  a lear ed helpless ess 
respo se (Nelso  et al., 2019) that ma ifests as 
a reduced motivatio  to belo g. Nevertheless, 
Baumeister a d Leary (1995) suggest that people ca  
still be drive  a d motivated to co  ect with others, 
eve  u der the most traumatic circumsta ces. 

He ce, i dividual difere ces a d co text play ce -
tral roles i  our u dersta di g of belo gi g motiva-
tio . The ra ge of possible motivators for belo gi g 
are vast a d will refect diverse sociocultural a d eco-
 omic e viro me ts such as i dige ous- o - 
i dige ous, collectivist-i dividualist, urba -rural, 
developed-developi g. It is esse tial that a y exami-
 atio  of the  ature a d fu ctio  of motivators of 
belo gi g ack owledges this diversity a d i cludes it 
i  a y co ceptualisatio  of this co struct. 

Perceptions of belonging 

The fourth compo e t we suggest belo gi g emerges 
from is perceptio s: a perso ’s subjective feeli gs a d 
cog itio s co cer i g their experie ces. A perso  may 
have skills related to co  ecti g, opportu ities to 
belo g, a d be motivated, yet still report great dissa-
tisfactio . Either co sciously or subco sciously, most 
huma  bei gs evaluate whether they belo g or ft i  
with those arou d them (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 
Walto  & Brady, 2017). 

Perceptio s about o e’s experie ces, self- 
co fde ce, a d desire for co  ectio  ca  be i formed 
by past experie ces (Coie, 2004). For example, a perso  
with a history of rejectio  or ostracizatio  might ques-
tio  their belo gi g or seek to belo g through other 
mea s (Lo do  et al., 2007). This seeki g could i volve 
groups that are co sidered to be a tisocial, such as 
cults, street or crimi al ga gs or group memberships 
characterised by radicalised social, political or religious 
ideas (Hu ter, 1998). This might i volve retur i g to 
o e’s home or place of origi  or tryi g to f d o e’s 
place withi  a world that has systemically erased their 
value. A rejected stude t may e gage i  maladaptive 
behaviours i  a classroom to seek approval from peers 
(Flowerday & Shaugh essy, 2005). I deed, i  o e study, 
i dige ous childre  reported u derperformi g at 
school so that they would  ot be ostracised from their 
group (McI er ey, 1989). I  other words, mai tai i g 
belo gi g with their i dige ous peers was more salie t 
tha  doi g well at school; doi g well at school was 
a white thi g (Herbert et al., 2014; McI er ey, 1989). It 
was also appare t that perceptio s of themselves as 
successful stude ts (i.e., a feeli g of belo gi g ess at 
school) were weak for ma y I dige ous stude ts but for 
“adaptive” reaso s. Repeated social rejectio  experi-
e ces ca  create the perceptio  (by both the i dividual 
a d others who wit ess the repeated social rejectio ) 
that the perso  is  ot socially acceptable (Walto  & 
Cohe , 2007). Negative perceptio s of the self or others, 
stereotypes, a d attributio  errors ca  also u dermi e 
motivatio  (Mello et al., 2012; Walto  & Wilso , 2018; 
Yeager & Walto , 2011). These subjective experie ces 
a d perceptio s of those experie ces thus act as feed-
back mecha isms that i crease or decrease o e’s desire 
to co  ect with others. 

Just as the  eed to belo g ca  shape emotio s a d 
cog itio s (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Lambert et al., 
2013), cog itio s a d emotio s also impact a perso ’s 
capacities, opportu ities, a d motivatio s for belo g-
i g. To address these li ks a d help e ha ce belo g-
i g, a variety of psychosocial i terve tio s grou ded 
i  cog itive therapy aim to (a) reframe cog itio s 
co cer i g  egative social i teractio s a d experi-
e ces, (b)  ormalise feeli gs of  ot belo gi g that 
everyo e experie ces from time to time, a d (c) alter 
the exte t to which the eve ts that caused the feeli g 
are i ter al vs. exter al to the i dividual (e.g., Walto  & 
Cohe , 2007). These i terve tio s have bee  show  to 
cha ge  ot just cog itio s about other people a d the 
world (Borma  et al., 2019; Butler et al., 2006) but also 
basic biological processes i volved i  the immu e 
system that are k ow  to afect huma  health a d 
behaviour (Black & Slavich, 2016; Shields et al., 2020). 
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Impl cat ons for research and pract ce 

As we have alluded to, belo gi g research has bee  
the subject of decades of developme t a d broad 
multidiscipli ary i put a d i sights. As a result of this 
history, though, perspectives o  this topic are highly 
diverse, as are the methods used for assessi g this 
co struct. Strategies for e ha ci g a se se of belo g-
i g exist, but ide tifyi g efective solutio s depe ds 
o  i tegrati g multiple discipli ary approaches to the-
ory, research, a d practice, rather tha  relyi g o  the 
silos of si gle discipli es. Arisi g from the framework 
described above, we highlight six mai  challe ges a d 
issues related to u dersta di g, measuri g, a d build-
i g belo gi g below, a d ide tify several topics that 
would be eft from additio al atte tio  a d research. 

First, belo gi g research has occurred withi  multi-
ple discipli es but has bee  primarily siloed i to sepa-
rate domai s. U dersta di g a d support for 
belo gi g is a subject of co cer  i  ma y felds, 
i cludi g psychology (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), 
sociology (May, 2011), educatio  (Morieso  et al., 
2013), urba  educatio  (Riley, 2017), medici e 
(Cacioppo & Hawkley, 2003), public health (Stead 
et al., 2011), eco omics (Bhalla & Lapeyre, 1997), 
desig  (Schei , 2009; Trudeau, 2006; Weare, 2010), 
a d political scie ce (Yuval-Davis, 2006). However, lit-
tle work has i tegrated across these discipli es, with 
diferi g terms, measures, a d approaches used, yield-
i g a fractured a d i co siste t perspective o  
belo gi g. Thus, there is a  eed for authe tic attempts 
to sy thesise these f di gs fully a d i tegrate, 
develop, a d exte d belo gi g research through ge -
ui ely i terdiscipli ary a d tra sdiscipli ary 
approaches (Choi & Pak, 2006). Our i tegrative frame-
work provides a  i itial attempt at bri gi g these 
difere t perspectives together, but the exte t to 
which it is sufcie t a d applicable withi  difere t 
discipli es remai s to be see . 

Seco d, there is a  eed for belo gi g researchers to 
develop a more robust u dersta di g of the existi g 
literature. The theoretical, methodological, a d co -
ceptual gaps  eed to be bridged to make this literature 
much more widely accessible. K owledge develop-
me t i  this area will lead to improved research mea-
sureme t a d practitio er tools, pote tially based o  
multitheoretical, empirically drive  perspectives that 
will, i  tur , make the bridgi g of future theory, 
research, practice, a d lived applicatio  easier for all 
stakeholders. Our framework provides a  i itial orga-
 isi g structure to map out the literature, ide tify 
gaps, a d support further k owledge developme t i  
the future. Numerous theories across discipli es 

co tribute to each of the compo e ts, a d future 
work could ide tify how difere t theories map o to, 
i tersect with, a d i form u dersta di g, assessme t, 
a d e ha ceme t of belo gi g. 

Third, there are sig ifca t gaps betwee  research a d 
practice i  the co text of belo gi g. O e importa t 
factor co tributi g to this gap is the sheer breadth a d 
complexity of belo gi g research. Thus, researchers i  
this feld make co scious – a d co scie tious – eforts to 
collaborate a d tra slate their work to a d for other 
researchers a d practitio ers. We suggest that our frame-
work provides a  accessible e try poi t i to the releva t 
research for practitio ers. The four compo e ts highlight 
specifc areas to focus i terve tio s, ide tifyi g e ablers 
a d barriers of each of the compo e ts. Buildi g belo g-
i g begi s with a  eed to e sure that commu ities have 
a fou datio al u dersta di g of the importa ce of 
belo gi g for psychological a d physical health a d 
that i dividuals ca  draw o  a d adva ce their compe-
te cies, opportu ities, motivatio s, a d perceptio s to 
i crease their se se of belo gi g. Still, there is a  eed 
to ide tify specifc strategies withi  each compo e t that 
ca  help people develop a d har ess their compete -
cies, opportu ities, motivatio s, a d perceptio s across 
difere t situatio s, experie ces, a d i teractio s. 

Fourth, co sideratio   eeds to be give  to how 
belo gi g is best measured. Existi g i strume ts for 
assessi g belo gi g primarily focus o  social belo g-
i g, rather tha  o  the broader, more i clusive co -
struct of a se se of belo gi g as a whole. It is u clear 
whether positive a d  egative aspects of belo gi g 
are u idime sio al or multidime sio al. For i sta ce, 
positive afect is  ot merely the abse ce of  egative 
afect. Positive cog itive biases are difere t from low 
levels of  egative cog itive bias, a d dise gageme t is 
 ot  ecessarily the same as low e gageme t levels. 
Belo gi g a d lo eli ess te d to be i versely corre-
lated (Mellor et al., 2008), but the exte t to which this is 
true across difere t i dividuals, co texts, a d mea-
sures is u k ow . 

Existi g measures also ge erally provide a state-like 
assessme t of a perso ’s se se of belo gi g (i.e., at 
a give  poi t i  time). However, as a dy amic emer-
ge t co struct, measuri g a d targeti g si gular (or 
eve  multiple) compo e ts i  a fxed ma  er is i suf-
fcie t. Studies will be eft from exami i g the best 
way to capture a d track dy amic patter s a d ide ti-
fyi g (a) whe  a d how a se se of belo gi g emerges 
from compete cies, opportu ities, motivatio s, a d 
perceptio s; (b) the co textual factors  eeded to 
e able this emerge ce to occur; a d (c) the feedback 
mecha isms that rei force or block the emerge ce of 
belo gi g i  a perso . 
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Fifth, although we suggested that four compo e ts 
are  ecessary for belo gi g to emerge, it is u k ow  
how much of each of these compo e ts is  eeded, 
whether specifc seque ci g amo gst the compo e ts 
matters (i.e., o e  eeds to come before the other), a d 
the exte t to which that depe ds upo  the perso  a d 
the co text. For example, culture ca  i te sely afect 
a  i dividual’s compete cies for belo gi g, opportu-
 ities to belo g, motivatio s to belo g, a d eve  per-
ceptio s of belo gi g (Corti a et al., 2017). As 
a dy amic, emerge t co struct, each compo e t likely 
impacts upo  a d i teracts with the others. Still, for 
some i dividuals or across difere t co texts, there 
might be specifc seque ces that are more likely to 
support a se se of belo gi g. Alig ed with other psy-
chological a d sociological studies, the existi g 
belo gi g literature has primarily used variable- 
ce tred approaches. Perso -ce tred research that has 
bee  co ducted poi ts to belo gi g as bei g 
a  o li ear co struct, with the ability for the se se of 
belo gi g to grow, stall, disappear, or fourish withi  
a  i dividual over the life course (George & Selimos, 
2019). Lo gitudi al, perso -ce tred approaches might 
be a useful compleme t to traditio al study desig s 
because they allow the opportu ity to track experi-
e ces of belo gi g i  diverse populatio s, ide tify 
the combi atio  of the four compo e ts described 
above, a d whe  belo gi g emerges, with co sidera-
tio  of perso al, social, a d e viro me tal 
moderators. 

Fi ally, multilevel research is  eeded to elucidate 
social,  eural, immu ologic, a d behavioural processes 
associated with belo gi g. This i tegrative research ca  
help researchers u dersta d how experie ces of 
belo gi g “get u der the ski ” to afect huma  beha-
viour a d health. Equally importa t is the  eed to 
u dersta d the biological processes that are afected 
by experie ces of disco  ectio  versus belo gi g, 
which ca  help researchers elucidate the regulatory 
logic of these systems to u dersta d better what 
aspects of belo gi g are most critical or esse tial for 
health (Slavich, 2020; Slavich & Irwi , 2014). Such k owl-
edge ca  ultimately help i vestigators develop more 
efective i terve tio s for i creasi g perceptio s of 
belo gi g a d lead to e tirely  ew ways of co ceptua-
lisi g this fu dame tal co struct. 

Conclus on 

I  co clusio , a se se of belo gi g is a core part of what 
makes us huma  (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Deci & 
Rya , 2000; Slavich, 2020; Vailla t, 2012). Just as har-
bouri g a healthy se se of belo gi g ca  lead to 

ma y positive life outcomes, feeli g as though o e 
does  ot belo g is robustly associated with a lack of 
mea i g a d purpose, i creased risk for experie ci g 
me tal a d physical health problems, a d reduced 
lo gevity. As tech ology co ti ues to develop, the 
pace of moder  life has sped up, traditio al social struc-
tures have broke  dow , a d cultural a d eth ic values 
have bee  threate ed, i creasi g the importa ce of 
helpi g people establish a d sustai  a fu dame tal 
se se of belo gi g. Focusi g o  compete cies, oppor-
tu ities, motivatio s, a d perceptio s ca  be a useful 
framework for developi g strategies aimed at i creasi g 
peoples’ se se of belo gi g at both the i dividual a d 
collective level. To fully realize this framework’s pote -
tial to aid society, though, much work is  eeded. 
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