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The feeling of belonging distinguishes by the need to establish links that become significant and necessary for an
individual’s overall development. It emerges from the individual’s experience and interaction with the world. Sense
of belonging should also be contextualized in school life since it favors the teaching/learning process and students’
motivation and participation. This paper tries to identify different forms of sense of belonging in the academic
environment and their determinants. The methodology was a systematic review on electronic databases Latin
American and Caribbean Health Sciences Literature (LILACS), SciELO, PubMed, Portal CAPES, and Google
Scholar, including the studies published between January 2009 and October 2014. It is a theoretical study based on
research and publications already accomplished in order to support a proposal for graduates’ monitoring and
evaluation. It is possible to highlight some contributions that feed a belonging relationship between students and
teaching institutions. Therefore, it is clear the need to establish an ongoing dialogue between graduates and
universities. Indicatives observed in this paper show that lived relations from students’ admission time, in the
academic environment, may develop a belonging sense and promote mutual, healthy, and lasting commitment.
Thus, it is going to revert a constant update in its conceptual bases and curriculum organization for the institution,
in view of constant changes in the working world. Also, it is going to allow continuous training and greater
approach and commitment to the graduates. The study aims to develop a monitoring system proposal for graduates.
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Introduction

The feeling of belonging distinguishes by the need to establish close and safe ties that generate a sense of
security, care, and affection. It is an interpersonal relationship in which the emotional bond with the other
becomes significant and necessary for an individual’s overall development (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Skinner,
Furrer, Marchand, & Kindermamm, 2008). According to these authors, bond perception is essential to the
belonging theory, and it makes people establish a minimum amount of meaningful relationships.

Maslow (1970) attributed significant value to the sense of belonging and social acceptance throughout life.
The primary interest of belonging need is a psychological sense of being in a state of communion with others or a
safe unit (Ryan & Deci, 2004). Human beings need to live collectively or belong to a group that allows rooting
and generates identity and social reference (Sousa, 2010). Sense of belonging is the biggest reason to form groups,
communities, and societies. All people feel the need to belong—to be part of something through identification.
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However, sense of belonging has a transitory characteristic since it follows individuals’ social, cultural, and
emotional state in that place, with that group, and at that time. According to Suertegaray, Basso, and Verdum
(2000), sense of belonging appears from the interaction between global and local places and individuals’
experiences with the world (involving natural and social dimensions that come true by interpretation, imagination,
and projection while being material aspects). According to Gomes (2002), belonging mediation conveys the
mediate to establish links that will anchor and provide a life story construction. He emphasized that:

(...) A human being needs to feel at home in order to maintain his/her mental health, in other words, he/she needs to
belong to something, to recognize and be recognized, to identify and be identified by his/her peers, to have certain
relationship, and to be part of a greater whole that welcomes and protects him/her. Belonging to something, beyond

decentralizing from an egocentric omnipotence, nurtures a sense of pleasure and communion, since human beings cannot
respond alone to their existential issues. (Gomes, 2002, p. 36)

According to Berger and Luckmann (2004), belonging regards to family ties, to be a member of a given
society among other relationships that will extend with the establishment of bonds, references, and values.

Erickson (1987) also defined it on the basis of formal and informal organizations in which the individual
participates in order to belong to an indentitarian group of mutual recognition among its members. Belonging
includes communitarian relations, references constructs, guidelines values, behavior, and distribution of powers
that are inherent to the community belonging. Individual participation, common language, and collective
representations pass from one generation to another (Moscovici, 2009).

Yuval-Davis (2006) conceptualized belonging by describing three levels of understanding. The first level
explores the notion of belonging by examining social positions, identification processes, emotional bonds, and
ethical and political values. On the second level, it is possible to focus on belonging policies and how they
integrate into various plans and projects of individuals that live in society, for example, citizenship right and
participatory actions. This level shows the status right in a belonging group. The third level presents belonging
mechanics structure in political, cultural, social, and religious projects comprising certain characteristics of an
individual.

Bagnall (2009) added that the measure to reveal a subject’s belonging depth appears in the forms of social
organization and association with the communities experienced by the individuals. Therefore, when a person
belongs to a particular group, he/she becomes, at the same time, a recognized member of the community as a
whole and still assumes his/her belonging to that culture.

School life should also contextualize the belonging sense. The school is a vital place for construction and
reflection of belonging meaning, having an identity and sharing a model that gathers ethics, morality, affection,
and knowledge (Souza, 2014). One of the ways in which the process of becoming a student happens is through
the construction of his/her identification modes originated by experiences gained throughout the school life.

Students can legitimize their identity in different living contexts through belonging. Sense of belonging
becomes of fundamental importance to students regarding the teaching/learning process, because if they realize
the insertion into the system, they will feel more empowered, productive, and motivated. Students recognize the
importance of school activities involvement in a positive and warm environment that generates a sense of
belonging and acceptance.

In the school environment, motivation has been investigated as an important triggering factor for learning as
a motivated student is the one involved, attentive, and faces new tasks and new search strategies to solve
problems. On the other hand, school failure is almost always associated with interpersonal and behavioral
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relationships. Thus, it is possible to understand that the sum of these positive, negative, and traumatic
experiences makes the individual turn viable his/her belonging forms in and out of school.

Starting from these considerations, one might think that the experiences lived by the student serve as
references when he/she enters into the working life. Development of bonds, experiences, roots needs, safety,
and academic life are part of the relationship between graduates and educational institutions. Belonging sense
acts as a motivating factor for an individual’s professional success and continuous training process. The
institution may consider that sense as a feedback process. Identifying and understanding the sense of belonging
generated in the graduates can be a valuable indicator for the educational institution in order to enhance its
curricular organization. It may happen not only through a better professional training, but also with a better
contribution to the general training of individuals and society.

Based on that assumption, the present research sought to identify, through a systematic review, different
ways of sense of belonging in the academic environment and its determinants. It is not an empirical study, but a
theoretical one from research and publications already held in order to support a proposal for graduates’
monitoring and evaluation.

Sense of Belonging

In order to understand the concept treatment over a period of five years, there was a systematic,
descriptive, and exploratory review in the following electronic databases: Latin American and Caribbean
Health Sciences Literature (LILACS), SciELO, PubMed, Portal CAPES, and Google Scholar. Descriptors used
were “feeling of belonging”, “school”, and their combinations. Research period included studies (both in
English and Portuguese) published between January 2009 and October 2014 (see Table 1).

Table 1

Systematic Review

Databases Descriptors Total of articles 2009-2014
Belonging 195 107

SciELO Belonging + school 23 17
Belonging + membership 311 164
Belonging 281 121

LILACS Belonging + school 17 7
Belonging + membership 281 121

pubMed Feeling of belonging 472 214
Feeling of belonging + school 105 53
Belonging 58,800 16,900

Google Scholar Belonging + school 54,500 15,000
Belonging + membership 10,500 7,760
Belonging 928 696

Portal CAPES Belonging + school 314 259
Belonging + membership 52 43

Total 126,779 41,462

Note. Source: Produced by the authors.

Results

It was possible to find that several studies highlight the importance of belonging in different contexts and
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populations after carrying out the systematic review. Nevertheless, a few specific articles are related to this
study. In total, 41,462 articles were found in the period between the years 2009 and 2014; then, only 15
contemplated criteria inclusion and they were special studies related to belonging and academic context (see
Table 1).

When developing belonging sense concept, Mahar, Cobigo, and Stuart (2013) defined it as subjective,
derived from a reciprocal relationship developed from shared experiences, beliefs, or personal characteristics.
Therefore, the satisfaction of competence, autonomy, and belonging favors emotional engagement and
motivation, as stated by Ferreira (2010).

Sense of belonging to the school, according to Shochet, Smith, Furlong, and Homel (2011), is a predictor
of emotional problems in adolescents. Ceia (2011) concluded in his case study the same because he found that a
negative school climate can bring insecurity according to the students’ perception. Walton and Cohen (2011)
verified that students who felt more belonging to the academic environment felt happier, presented more social
interaction, and improved their well-being sense when they investigated freshmen transition to the
university.

In assessing the partnership between school and community, Bezerra, Sena, Dantas, Cavalcante, and
Nakayama (2010) found that the members have greater involvement in school activities when they feel that
they belong to it. Souza (2014) verified the relationship between belonging sense and school property
depredation. Then, if relations among actors are more complex in the educational process, their involvement,
commitment, and opportunities will be greater to develop a belonging sense. Similarly, Oliveira and Ribeiro
(2014) performed a survey along with teachers, students, and employees. They observed that some everyday
elements generate a belonging sense, such as the institution history knowledge in general and images that
remain recorded in the memory of those who lived or are living part of their lives in that place.

Research contributions by Castro (2011) about identity, as well as belonging concepts, can be a reference
for pedagogical actions. They favor students’ autonomy and criticality while they develop a constant dialectical
motion in the search for flexibility, interaction, and belonging in school spaces.

Belonging relates to ties that will extend with the establishment of bonds, references, and values.
Rodrigues and Ferreira (2012) pointed out in their qualitative approach towards school management and
emphasized the professional belonging sense in the teachers’ work, the need for recognition in a collective
approach. Thereby, a subject feels belonging to the context through his/her job and recognition, and in that
process, he/she develops collectivity sense. “It is at workplace and their jobs that teachers act in school
management, and then, they develop their professional belonging. Education challenges and prospects depend
on collective efforts” (Rodrigues & Ferreira, 2012, p. 13).

A research presented by Farina and Trarbach (2009) points to the need for inclusive practices aimed at
individual and collective development. Such considerations were also highlighted by Nascimento (2010),
Amaral and Baibic-Faria (2012), and Cruz (2014). After investigating ethnic identity processes, they realized
that there could be, in these groups, a double belonging sense or discrimination expressions in the interactions;
therefore, it appears the identity affirmation importance as a subject and socialization access.

Belonging and Egressed Students: Mutual Contribution

It is possible to develop contributions for a constant approximation between universities and graduates by
assessing the belonging sense importance in an individual’s global development and drawing transversality
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with educational institutions at different levels of training.

Educational institutions characterize primarily by being recognized spaces of values socialization, with
personal and professional ties. They promote construction and consolidation of innovative knowledge before
the challenges needed for new and constant knowledge configuration.

According to Ramos et al. (2010), regardless the use of specific plans and methods, evaluation is an
essential element of any social action to the extent that subsidizes criticism and position taking with information
about the operation of a program, service, or action. It happens in terms of results and impacts, such as
operability and processes involved that may indicate new demands, goals, or strategies for the desired quality.

When a program reaches certain level of maturity, it is essential to examine, evaluate, and reflect on the
success of the professionals’ training and performance. It can only be done through mapping and analysis of
graduates’ trajectory (Underwood, Nault, & Ferguson, 1994; Ingram, Haynes, Davidson-Shivers, & Irvin,
2005).

Furthermore, graduates may become strategic informants in the labor market, contributing to
improvements in the training offered. Also, it is worth mentioning that graduates in key positions, either in the
academic environment or other sectors of activity are fundamental contacts for new program’s participants. It
will be possible to obtain these advantages if the course or post-graduation program has systematic and
continuous contact with a significant part of its graduates (Underwood et al., 1994).

For Moreira and Velho (2012), it is evident the need for more dialogue between training institutions
sectors to discuss possible alternatives in order to improve integration of professional and scientific training.
Moreover, it is necessary to follow up graduates, because it is a way to establish harmony between the labor
market and educational institutions. It is worth encouraging continuing education, as well as interdisciplinary
seminars performance, technical workshops on writing and culture, tutorials, and instructive experiences.

Thus, it is necessary to develop internal mechanisms of approach among people involved in the
teaching/learning process from the start in order to create a belonging sense. Then, the institution is going to
have an efficient model of graduates’ monitoring and evaluation. Thereby, there must be a constant concern for
training critical, conscientious, and ethical professionals who are technically allied to the professionalization.
They have to promote global training for individuals in a natural and comprehensive way, with responsibility
for the collective well-being, ensuring personal, professional, and institutional growth.

Conclusion

It is possible to realize that sense of belonging appears in individual and collective aspects, and increases
even more in the search for identity and reference in all contexts.

A subject, in his/her singularity, develops feeling of appreciation, recognition, and commitment in social
interactions. He/she also builds his/her identity and personal and social performance. That feeling, considered
as belonging to the present research, may feed a personal self-training, as well as a feedback towards the
institutions in which the subject studied or studies.

An individual, throughout his/her school trajectory, develops a sense of belonging when sharing
expectations, experiences, feelings, commitments, and achievements. He/she builds possibilities for his/her
personal, professional, political, religious, and intellectual career by continuous and circular motion.

It is possible to realize that institutions developing a continuous relationship with graduates are more
likely to evolve and keep updated and gathered with society. The challenge is to organize and develop a



100 BELONGING: CONCEPT, MEANING, AND COMMITMENT

graduates’ monitoring model to feed bonds of experiences’ interaction in direct coexistence. The systematic
review conducted for the study indicates some ways. However, it is worth considering that each institution has
its nature, context, and purposes, and each person has his/her expectations and needs. Combination of these two
interest sources in a continuous, dynamic, and relevant programming can be one of the elements of success for
any organization.

The challenge requires a particular methodology, through dynamic and interactive tools, that provides
conditions to maintain a link between the educational institution and a group of graduates. It becomes
increasingly necessary to build useful tools in order to promote that approach. It is possible to promote mutual,
healthy, and lasting commitment through belonging relations experienced from students’ admission in the
academic environment. Then, it will ensure for the institution a constant update in its curricular base and
according to the transformation dynamics in the working world. Developing a graduate monitoring system may
feed a continuing training program and strengthen ties between the university and society.
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