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Abstract

The sense of belonging to a university is intricately connected to various facets of
their psycho-social well-being. Nonetheless, the conceptualization and
measurement of this construct remain unclear. Existing instruments in higher
education predominantly evaluate the general sense of belonging, while the
assessment of specific components of belonging to a university has not been
adequately addressed in prior research. This study was conducted to construct and
validate the "Students' Sense of Belonging to University Scale (SSBUS)".
Employing a correlational and instrument development framework, 345 students
from Ferdowsi University of Mashhad were recruited for the initial phase, followed
by 477 students from the University of Birjand in the subsequent phase, utilizing a
convenient sampling technique. Exploratory factor analysis in the initial phase
identified four factors accounting for 49.72% of the variance, encompassing
interactions with faculty, peer relations, institutional atmosphere, and self-esteem.
Confirmatory factor analysis affirmed the suitability of the four-factor model, with
Cronbach's alpha coefficients for the sub-scales ranging between 0.75 and 0.90.
Further analyses substantiated the internal consistency, as well as the convergent
and divergent validity of the scale. Notably, each dimension of the scale
demonstrated significant correlations with university commitment, social-
emotional loneliness, life satisfaction, depressive symptoms, and agentic
engagement. Moreover, the retest reliability coefficients for the sub-scales varied
from 0.64 to 0.74. The findings suggest that the SSBUS possesses commendable
psychometric properties, qualifying it as a reliable tool for academic use.
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1. Introduction

The sense of belonging to a university is defined as a positive affective
state that involves feelings of comfort and security derived from the
perception that one is an integral part of the university community. It is
a sense of being accepted, valued, included, and encouraged by others
within the academic environment (Strayhorn, 2018). A synthesis of
research indicates that a variety of social elements (Kim & Lundberg,
2016; Gablinske, 2014; van Herpen et al., 2019), motivational factors
(Singh, 2018; Samadieh et al., 2024; Wakefield, 2016), and institutional
attributes (Chen, & Zhou, 2019; Lim, 2015) are instrumental in
fostering a student's sense of belonging to a university. Furthermore,
this connection to the academic institution is positively and
substantially correlated with aspects such as well-being (Suhlmann et
al., 2018), life satisfaction (Samadieh & Tanhaye Reshvanloo, 2023)
self-esteem (Pittman & Richmond, 2007), perceived social support
(Slaten et al., 2018), help-seeking (Samuolis et al., 2017; Won et al.,
2021), academic engagement (Samadieh et al., 2023), self-efficacy
(Zumbrunn et al., 2014), group cohesion (France et al., 2010), and the
determination to persist with studies (Hausmann et al., 2007). Although
several studies have investigated the correlates of a sense of belonging,
there are limitations. First, most of the studies focused on the school
and the sense of belonging has been investigated less in the academic
context. Also, most of the studies related to the sense of belonging to
the university have been carried out in Western cultures. (Strayhorn,
2018). Another gap is that researchers have used a variety of terms
including belonging, communication, social cohesion, sense of
community and psychological membership in order to understand how
students feel in relation to their university. Although there are
similarities between these terms, some studies have pointed out the
distinction between some of these structures (including the sense of
belonging and social cohesion) from each other (Allen et al., 2021).
Therefore, in the first step, accurate measurement of this construct is
important. The current study aimed to construct and validate a new
instrument to measure the sense of belonging to a university among
Iranian students.

2. Literature Review

Instruments have been developed to gauge university students' sense of
belonging, yet they are not without their shortcomings, which ought to
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be taken into account for new developments. Primarily, these tools tend
to quantify how often students feel a connection to their university,
without delving into the underlying causes of varying degrees of
belonging. Notable examples include the scales by Hurtado and Carter
(1997), France et al. (2010), Karaman and Cirak (2017), and Hagerty
and Patusky (1995), which focus more on measuring the presence of
belonging. Another concern is that some scales, like Hoffman et al.'s
(2002), concentrate on the classroom environment, neglecting the wider
university-level factors that contribute to a sense of belonging. A third
issue pertains to the psychometric robustness of these tools. For
instance, Goodenow's (1993) questionnaire lacks reported data from
factor analyses, and its factor structure's reproducibility has shown
inconsistencies in various studies (You et al., 2011; Gaete, 2016; St-
Amand et al., 2020). The sense of belongingness scale by Hagerty and
Patusky (1995) also suffers from vague item descriptions, failing to
clarify the specifics of the participants' sense of belonging. Lastly,
considering the unique aspects of higher education in Iran, a significant
gap is evident as most existing belonging scales were developed in
Western contexts, and to date, no instrument has been specifically
tailored to measure the sense of belonging among Iranian university
students.

3. Methodology

The research design is a correlational study, specifically focusing on the
construction of tests. The research was organized into two distinct
phases to fulfill its objectives: In the first phase, the primary goal was
to develop measurement tools and perform exploratory factor analysis.
The methodology for tool development was guided by DeVellis's
(2016) recommendations for tool design. The initial sample comprised
420 students from Ferdowsi University of Mashhad. After excluding
incomplete responses, data from 345 students (25% male and 75%
female) were processed for analysis.

The second phase aimed to validate the factorial structure of the
sense of belonging to the university scale through confirmatory factor
analysis, using the findings from the first phase. This phase involved a
new cohort of students from the University of Birjand to assess
convergent and divergent validity, as well as the retest reliability. The
sample size was set at 600 students, and after discarding incomplete
questionnaires, data from 477 students (34.8% male and 65.2% female)
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were gathered through a convenient sampling method. Only those who
fully completed the questionnaires were included in the analysis.

4. Results

Before performing the statistical analysis, the data was screened and
univariate outliers were identified with a box plot and multivariate
outliers with the Mahalanobis statistic. The results showed that there is
no data outlier. There were no missing values in the data. Examining
the distribution of the responses of all the items did not show any
extreme skewness. The internal consistency of the phrases was
confirmed in the first step. Exploratory factor analysis with principal
component analysis method in the initial phase identified four factors
accounting for 49.72% of the variance, encompassing interactions with
faculty, peer relations, institutional atmosphere, and self-esteem.
Confirmatory factor analysis affirmed the suitability of the four-factor
model, with Cronbach's alpha coefficients for the sub-scales ranging
between 0.75 and 0.90. Further analysis substantiated the internal
consistency, as well as the convergent and divergent validity of the
scale. Notably, each dimension of the scale demonstrated significant
correlations with university commitment, social-emotional loneliness,
life satisfaction, depressive symptoms, and agentic engagement.
Moreover, the retest reliability coefficients for the sub-scales varied
from 0.64 to 0.74.

5. Conclusion

The current study reveals a nuanced understanding of the factors that
contribute to a student's belonging to university life. The exploratory
factor analysis provided a foundational four-factor structure, which
includes interactions with professors and peers, the university
atmosphere, and self-esteem—elements that are pivotal to the
university experience. These factors accounted for nearly half of the
variance, indicating a substantial explanation of the sense of belonging
construct.

The confirmatory factor analysis lent further support to this
structure, demonstrating a good fit for the four-factor model. This
suggests that the scale is well-constructed and appropriately captures
the dimensions it purports to measure. The Cronbach's alpha
coefficients, ranging from 0.75 to 0.90, underscore the subscales'
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reliability, ensuring that the scale can consistently measure the sense of
belonging over time and across different populations.

The scale's validity is reinforced by its significant relationships with
related constructs, such as commitment to the university and social-
emotional loneliness. These correlations provide evidence that the
sense of belonging is not only a standalone construct but also one that
Is interconnected with broader aspects of the student experience. The
positive association with life satisfaction and the negative association
with depression highlight the scale's potential implications for student
well-being.

The retest reliability coefficients, though slightly lower, still indicate
a reasonable level of stability. This is crucial for the scale's application
in longitudinal studies, where understanding the evolution of students'
sense of belonging is key.

In light of these findings, the scale emerges as a valuable tool for
educators and administrators. It can inform interventions aimed at
enhancing students' sense of belonging, which is linked to academic
success and personal development. Future research could explore the
scale's applicability across diverse educational contexts and its
predictive power regarding student outcomes. The scale's robust
psychometric features suggest it could be a vital instrument in fostering
inclusive and supportive university environments that nurture students'
growth and fulfillment.
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