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Abstract

This study examines the link between students’ sense of belonging (SSB) in higher education and their socioeconomic
characteristics. Using data from the 2019 EUROSTUDENT VIl survey, we analyze 5,266 bachelor’s degree students across
50 Georgian higher education institutions. Our findings indicate: (1) Nontraditional students report lower SSB compared
to their traditional peers. (2) Underrepresented students from low-income or first-generation backgrounds experience
heightened SSB, while those from ethnic minority groups exhibit decreased SSB. (3) SSB correlates positively with lecturer
satisfaction and negatively with study program intensity. (4) Private university attendees demonstrate higher SSB than their
public university.
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Highlights Introduction

1. Nontraditional students, including those who expe-
rienced a delayed transition into higher education or
have parental responsibilities, often exhibit a higher
SSB in comparison to their traditional student
counterparts.

2. Underrepresented students from low-income or first-
generation backgrounds are more likely to experi-
ence elevated levels of SSB. Conversely, those who
are underrepresented based on ethnic minority status
tend to report decreased levels of SSB;

3. SSB shows a positive correlation with students’
satisfaction towards their lecturers, and a negative
correlation with the intensity of their study program.

4. Students at private universities have relatively higher
SSB compared to their public university
counterparts.

In recent years, the global emphasis on sustainable devel-
opment has significantly influenced the educational land-
scape. The United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), as part of Agenda 2030, encompass
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17 interconnected objectives aimed at addressing the
world’s most pressing challenges. One key goal, SDG 4,
strives to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality education
and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all” (United
Nations, 2015). This commitment to improving education
resonates strongly with the Bologna Process, an ongoing
effort to harmonize and reform higher education across the
European Higher Education Area (EHEA). The Bologna
Process has been instrumental in fostering cooperation and
collaboration among EHEA member countries, promoting
greater mobility, and enhancing the overall quality and
competitiveness of European higher education (European
Higher Education Area and Bologna Process, n.d.). As the
world moves towards achieving the SDGs, the Bologna
Process plays a crucial role in aligning its objectives with
the global vision for sustainable development, particularly
in the context of inclusive and equitable education.

To support the aforementioned goal, it’s important to
ensure that all the students, irrespective of their geographic
location, underrepresented backgrounds, or status as non-
traditional students in higher education, have equitable
access to high-caliber education. Hence, it is important to
examine the conditions under which students pursue their
studies and comprehend the factors that contribute to their
success in the educational environment. Studies have
demonstrated that, among numerous psychological and
social aspects, students’ sense of belonging (SSB) to their
institution is one of the critical factors influencing student-
university interaction (Ahn & Davis, 2020a; Brooman &
Darwent, 2014; Freeman et al., 2007; Pedler et al., 2022).
Evidence suggests that, the SSB is related with student’s
academic performance (van Herpen et al., 2020), academic
and social engagement (Ahn & Davis, 2020b; Gillen-
O’Neel, 2021; Neel & Fuligni, 2013), well-being (Kirby
& Thomas, 2022), self-esteem motivation and academic
self-confidence (Pedler et al., 2022), the expectancy of
success (Goodenow & Grady, 1993), and their choice to
discontinue their studies (Ahn & Davis, 2020b; Maunder,
2018; Pedler et al., 2022). Consequently, exploring stu-
dents’ sense of belonging in higher education can have a far-
reaching implication that educational policymakers, man-
agement of higher education institutions and educators
should consider.

Sense of belonging in higher education

Belonging is one of the three fundamental psychological
needs in self-determination theory and can be conceptual-
ized as the requirement to experience connectedness with
others, as articulated by Ryan and Deci (2020). Alterna-
tively, Pardede et al. explain that the concept of SSB can
also be understood as a compelling urge to seek out “the
other” as a means of reflecting one’s self-image and ex-
periencing a sense of connectedness and similarity by being

part of the broader collective (2022, p. 8). Thereby, affective
attachments foster the development of intrinsic motivation,
and as a result, students are more motivated to pursue
academic goals and have a more optimal level of func-
tioning in the educational environment (Freeman et al.,
2007; Gillen-O’Neel, 2021; Lawson & Lawson, 2013).
Within the realm of educational psychology, the notion of
SSB within higher education institutions is subject to di-
verse interpretations. Goodenow, for example, describes
belonging is a feeling of being accepted, included by and
connected to their institutions (1993). Tinto defines it as a
generalized sense of membership that stems from students’
perception of their involvement in a variety of settings and
the support they experience from those around them (2012)
and for Ahn and Davis, belonging to their institution is
students’ understanding of who they are, what they do, how
much value they put on their experience, and how satisfied
they are as students (2020a). The unifying element across
these definitions is that a student’s sense of belonging to
their institution is associated with feelings of acceptance,
connection with the institution and its community, and their
level of satisfaction with their educational experiences.

Current study

The literature review reveals a lack of research exploring the
factors that influence the formation of a sense of belonging
to higher education institutions. This deficiency is partic-
ularly interesting in the context of post-Soviet countries like
Georgia. Georgia, a small country in the Caucasus region
with a population of 3.7 million, serves as a bridge between
Asia and Europe. Despite its geographical location, cul-
turally, Georgia leans more towards Europe. After gaining
independence from the Soviet Union in 1991, Georgia
embarked on a journey from a centrally planned economy to
amarket economy. This transition included a transformation
in the education sector, notably in higher education stan-
dards and requirements. Consequently, the total number of
universities reduced from 171 in 2000 to 62 by 2020.
Specifically, the number of public universities decreased
from 26 to 19, while private universities saw a reduction
from 145 to 43 during the same period. Despite this decrease
in the number of private universities, their size increased,
resulting in a rise in the proportion of students attending
private institutions from 24% in the 2000 to 36% in 2020
(Labadze, 2023).

As aresult, this research may be of interest to the broader
academic community for several reasons: First, the post-
Soviet historical legacy of Georgia provides a rich context
for examining the multifaceted concept of students’ sense of
belonging, while the conceptual framework from the EU-
ROSTUDENT VII survey data assists in identifying rele-
vant independent variables. This robust framework can be
adapted for comparative analyses in other post-Soviet
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countries and Bologna Process signatories, as it offers
valuable insights how socioeconomic and academic factors
are correlated with students’ sense of belonging in higher
education. Second, this study lays the groundwork for re-
searchers to conduct cross-cultural comparisons, allowing
for the exploration of similarities and differences in SSB
across various academic and cultural contexts. These
comparisons may contribute to the development of cul-
turally sensitive educational policies and practices. More-
over, examining SSB in different socioeconomic settings
can broaden and refine theoretical frameworks, leading to a
more nuanced comprehension of the phenomena and the
development of robust, generalizable theories. Third, the
comprehensive understanding gained from this research can
inform the development of tailored policies and practices
that promote inclusivity and well-being for all students in
diverse higher education environments. Analyzing the re-
lationship between SSB and students’ socioeconomic fac-
tors in one country may offer insights to educational
policymakers, management of higher education institutions
and educators ensuring the effectiveness and relevance of
implemented strategies. Lastly, it is important to note that
most existing studies on SSB in higher education are not
based on large-scale quantitative research and are often
limited by relatively small sample sizes (Brooman &
Darwent, 2014).

Therefore, conducting large-scale quantitative assess-
ments in this area can be beneficial, as they offer greater
generalizability, increased statistical power, and the op-
portunity to identify trends and patterns across diverse
groups and contexts. Consequently, the primary objective of
this research is to address the following question:

What are the relationships between students’ key so-
cioeconomic and academic factors and their sense of be-
longing in higher education institutions?

In light of this objective, the current study endeavors to:
(a) delineate the concept of SSB, (b) identify a range of
antecedent factors that influence the formation of SSB, and
(c) elucidate the relationship between socioeconomic and
academic aspects in relation to belonging.

Methodology
Participants

In the present study, we are utilizing a secondary data
analysis of the national dataset from the EUROSTUDENT
VII survey, specifically focusing on the Georgian context,
drawing upon a data collection approach that predominantly
relies on self-assessment techniques. The target population
encompasses all students enrolled in nationally recognized
higher education study programs during the survey period,
year 2019.

For the purposes of our analysis, we restrict our focus to
undergraduate students pursuing bachelor’s degrees. The
dataset includes 5,266 undergraduate students from
50 distinct institutions, of which 17 are public universities
and the remaining are private establishments. Our sample
female:male ratio is about 58%:42%, respectively, whose
age ranges between 17 and 44 years (mean age = 22.1, st.
dev. = 3.1). Most of these students are affiliated with state
universities, with only 18% belonging to private HE in-
stitutions. Additionally, a significant proportion of these
students reside with their family members, while only 13%
is living independently. Notably, a small share of the stu-
dents (5%) have children. In terms of parental education,
slightly over half of the students (53%) have at least one
parent with a higher education background.

Measures

The primary objective of this study is to investigate the
factors that are associated with students’ sense of belonging
in higher education. To this end, we employed multilinear
regression analysis as a statistical tool to explore the rela-
tionship between various independent variables, described
in Table 5, and the dependent variable, SSB. The study
sought to provide insights into the underlying factors that
contribute to students’ sense of belonging in academic
settings.

Dependent variable. The dependent variable is Students’
sense of belonging in higher education, SSB. A theoretical
model was developed through a conceptual review of SSB
in the field of educational psychology (Ahn & Davis, 2020a;
Brooman & Darwent, 2014; Freeman et al., 2007; Pedler
et al., 2022), alongside factor analysis of secondary data
items. Specifically, the study estimates SSB by examining
students’ responses to six distinct statements pertaining to
their expectations, emotions, and intentions to remain, alter,
or abandon their educational program (see Table 1).

This conceptualization was based on the available items
within the dataset that could serve as indicators of SSB
concept. It is crucial to acknowledge that this variable acts
as a proxy, given the constraints inherent in the available
data. The research was not explicitly designed to evaluate
the multifaceted construct of SSB comprehensively. Indi-
cators of the proxy variable illuminate specific dimensions
of belongingness; however, they might not encapsulate the
entire complexity of the construct.

In order to ensure the reliability and validity of these
measures, we first assessed the internal consistency reli-
ability using Cronbach’s alpha (a = 0.833). Next, we
conducted a series of tests to assess the suitability of factor
analysis, including Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity (chi-
square = 14041.9, p < .01) and the Kaiser—Meyer—Olkin
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Table I. Students’ sense of belonging, SSB, statements (| — strongly agree to 5 — do not agree at all).

Statement N Min  Max Mean Std. Deviation
I. It is often hard to discover what is expected of me in my current study program 5266 | 5 35 1.429

2. | would recommend my current main study program 5266 | 5 231 1.327

3. | often have the feeling that | don’t really belong in higher education 5266 | 5 3.86 1.494

4. It was always clear | would study in higher education one day 5266 | 5 2.07 1.49

5. I am seriously thinking about changing my current main study program 5266 | 5 3.76 1.502

6. | am seriously thinking of completely abandoning my higher education studies 5266 | 5 3.94 1.526

measure (KMO = 0.795), which demonstrated that the
dataset is appropriate for factor analysis.

To determine the appropriate number of factors to retain,
the study employed iterated principal factors and principal
component factor analyses, and the corresponding statistics
are presented in Tables 2—5. The principal component factor
analysis identified two components with eigenvalues greater
than 1 (Table 2). According to the Kaiser eigenvalue >
1 rule, it is recommended to extract two principal com-
ponents, but the second eigenvalue is only slightly greater
than 1, and the first component has a remarkably high ei-
genvalue, explaining 55% of the variability in responses to
the six statements (Table 1). Similarly, the iterated principal
factors produced analogous findings, with only one factor
exhibiting an eigenvalue greater than 1, explaining ap-
proximately 75% of the variability. Moreover, we con-
ducted a minimum average partial correlation for the
number of principal components (minap) procedure, which
recommended extracting one principal component. There-
fore, we extracted scores from the first factor and generated
a latent variable, termed “SSB.”

The term “Variable” in Table 4 refers to the statements
presented in Table 1. As anticipated, the second and fourth
variables exhibit a negative correlation with Factor 1
(Table 4), whereas the remaining variables exhibit a positive
correlation, a pattern which is consistent for both methods
(Tables 2 and 3). Specifically, students who struggle to
ascertain the expectations of their current study program
(Statement 1), experience a sense of detachment from
higher education (Statement 3), contemplate changing their
major (Statement 5), or even abandoning their studies al-
together (Statement 6), demonstrate lower sense of be-
longing. Conversely, those students who recommend their
current major (Statement 2) or who always envisioned
themselves pursuing higher education (Statement 4) have
higher sense of belonging in higher education.

Independent variables. In addition to the set of variables
directly provided in the EUROSTUDENT study
(Table 5), we employ factor analysis to construct the
following latent variables in order to use them as ex-
planatory variables in regression analysis: (a) Student
Satisfaction with Pedagogical Efficacy (Lect sat); (b)

Table 2. Factor analysis of SSB statements. Method: principal
component factors.

Number of obs = 5,266
Retained factors = 2
Number of params = | |

Factor Eigenvalue  Difference  Proportion  Cumulative
Factorl  3.312 2.244 0.552 0.552
Factor2  1.068 0.402 0.178 0.730
Factor3  0.666 0.255 0.111 0.841
Factor4 0411 0.095 0.068 0.909
Factor5 0316 0.089 0.053 0.962
Factor6  0.227 0.038 1.000

Table 3. Factor analysis of SSB statements. Method: iterated
principal factors.

Number of obs = 5,266
Retained factors = 5
Number of params = |5

Factor Eigenvalue  Difference  Proportion = Cumulative
Factorl 3018 2.321 0.751 0.751
Factor2 0.698 0.454 0.173 0.924
Factor3 0.244 0.184 0.061 0.985
Factor4 0.060 0.059 0.015 1.000
Factor5 0.002 0.002 0.000 1.000
Factor6  —0.000 0.000 1.000

Institutional Support and Infrastructure Satisfaction
(FS_sat); (c) Career Readiness and Employability
(LM_sat); (d) Residential Experience and Housing
Satisfaction (Acom_sat). To create above mentioned
latent variables, we follow the same procedures as it is
described for measuring the SSB and report corre-
sponding statements, measuring scales, consistency and
reliability tests. Factor analysis results (eigenvalues,
component matric) for each of these latent variables are
presented in the Appendix Figure 1 and Tables 9—13. To
summarize, each set of statements have an acceptable
internal consistency reliability (Cronbach’s alpha >0.7).
Adequacy of the sample for factor analysis is acceptable
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Table 4. Rotated factor loadings and unique variances for factor .

Method: principal-component factors

Method: iterated principal factors

Variable  Rotation: orthogonal varimax  Rotation: oblique promax  Rotation: orthogonal varimax  Rotation: oblique promax
| 0.757 0816 0.465 0.261
2 —0.146 0013 —0.151 0.126
3 0.831 0.829 0.807 0.675
4 —0.248 —0.094 —0.345 —0.202
5 0.829 0.842 0.732 0.594
6 0.801 0.784 0.867 0.923

Table 5. Description of variables.

Variable Description

Ln_SSB Natural logarithm of students’ sense of belonging in higher education. Dependent variable in our analysis.
Ln_LM_sat Natural logarithm of satisfaction with career readiness and employability

Ln_Lect_sat Natural logarithm of student satisfaction with pedagogical efficacy

Ln_FS_sat Natural logarithm of satisfaction with institutional support and infrastructure Satisfaction

Ln_Acom_sat
Transition_type

Age
HEI_type
Gender
Parents_Fin

Living_alone
School_abroad

Students_with_children

Parent_edu

Paid_job
Study_Intensity

Ethnicity

Natural logarithm of satisfaction with residential experience and housing Satisfaction

Variable shows if student applied to HEI right after graduating from school—traditional student or delayed this
decision for few years—Nontraditional student. Values: |- less than | year, 2- between | and 2 years, 3-
more than 2 years.

Age of survey participant

Dummy variable: |- private, 0 — public higher education institution.

Dummy variable: - male, 0- female.

Categorical variable shows student’s perception about how well financially his/her parents (or guardians) are
compared with other families. |- not at all well-off , ..., 5- very well-off.

Dummy variable: |- student lives alone, 0- otherwise.

Dummy variable: |- student graduated from a school abroad, 0- student graduated from a school in Georgia.

Dummy variable: |- student have kids, 0- student doesn’t have kids.

Dummy variable: |- one of the parents or both have higher education, 0- none of the parents have higher
education.

Dummy variable: |- student have paid job during the current lecture period, 0- student doesn’t have paid job.

Study intensity: |- low, 2- medium, 3- high.

Total time spent on study related activities during week in lecture period (in hours): up to 20 hours- low, from
20 to 40 hours- medium, above 40 hours- high.

Dummy variable: |- native language is Georgian, 0- other.

(KMO>0.6 and Bartlett’s test p < .01 in all cases,
Appendix Table 9). For each factor analysis there is only
one component with higher than 1 eigenvalue
(Appendix Figure 1), thus only one factor is extracted
for each set of statements. Finally, we perform a natural
logarithmic transformation on all latent variables in our
model, including dependent variable. This process is
undertaken to ensure convenient interpretation of the
results. Given that the extracted latent variables are
distributed in a standard normal manner, we apply a
constant shift to the distribution to the right. This is
necessary to prevent negative values from being gen-
erated during subsequent analyses. For a more detailed
presentation of the content and descriptive statistics of

the independent variables, please refer to Tables 5 and 6.
More detailed discussion of each independent latent
variable is given below.

Student Satisfaction with Pedagogical Efficacy refers to
the extent to which students perceive and appreciate the
effectiveness of their instructors’ teaching methods, com-
munication skills, and ability to create a positive learning
environment (Bockelmann et al., 2022; De Hei et al., 2015;
Griffioen et al., 2013; Rusticus et al., 2023; Umbach &
Wawrzynski, 2005). A latent variable representing student
satisfaction with lecturers was constructed using five
statements (see Appendix Table 10). These statements
emphasize the essential qualities and practices of effective
lecturers, highlighting the crucial aspects of teaching that
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Table 6. Descriptive statistics.

N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation
Ln_SSB 5266 0.9 1.81 1.586 0.224
Ln_LM_sat 4075 1.05 1.87 1.588 0.211
Ln_Lect_sat 5266 1.02 1.83 1.586 0.223
Ln_FS_sat 4382 1.05 1.86 1.588 0.211
Ln_Acom_sat 5266 1.06 1.88 1.588 0.213
Transition_type 5266 | 3 1.090 0.335
Age 5266 17 44 22.093 3.088
HEI_type 5266 0 | 0.185 0.388
Gender 5266 0 | 0.423 0.494
Parents_Fin 4950 | 5 3.015 0.855
Living_alone 5264 0 | 0.129 0.335
School_abroad 5266 0 | 0.014 0.118
Students_with_children 5266 0 | 0.053 0.224
Parent_edu 5266 0 | 0.530 0.499
Paid_Job 5266 0 | 0.312 0.464
Study_Intensity 4470 I 3 1.731 0.689
Ethnicity 5263 0 | 0.960 0.197

contribute to student satisfaction. These aspects encompass
proficiency in explaining complex concepts, fostering
positive relationships and approachability, valuing student
input while promoting a sense of respect, motivating and
challenging students to reach their full potential, and pro-
viding constructive feedback while encouraging continuous
improvement.

Institutional Support and Infrastructure Satisfaction
refers to students’ level of satisfaction with the university’s
facilities, support services, and resources provided to en-
hance their academic experience, personal development,
and overall well-being (Hadjar et al., 2022; Stallman, 2010).
A latent variable representing Institutional Support and
Infrastructure Satisfaction was constructed using three
statements (see Appendix Table 11). These statements
emphasize satisfaction with study support services (e.g.,
organized tutoring, academic writing, bridging courses, and
mentoring), infrastructure (e.g., library, computer center,
and workplaces), and university support aimed at balancing
students’ studies with their paid employment.

Career Readiness and Employability assesses the extent
to which a university prepares its students for successful
entry into the workforce by equipping them with the nec-
essary skills, knowledge, and resources to meet industry
demands and expectations (Clarke, 2018; Tomlinson, 2008;
Tymon, 2013). A latent variable representing Career
Readiness and Employability was constructed using three
statements (see Appendix Table 12). These statements
emphasize the effectiveness of the study program in pre-
paring students for both international and national labor
markets, as well as student satisfaction with the support
provided in preparing them for their future careers.

Residential Experience and Housing Satisfaction refers
to students’ level of satisfaction with their living arrange-
ments, including the quality of accommodations, access to
amenities, safety, and the overall residential community
environment (Franzoi et al., 2023; Kornbluh et al., 2022;
Worsley et al., 2023). A latent variable representing Resi-
dential Experience and Housing Satisfaction was con-
structed using four statements (see Appendix Table 13).
These statements emphasize criteria such as location,
condition, cost, and time to commute between accommo-
dation and the higher education institution.

Results

Table 7 reports correlation coefficients among all constructed
latent variables: Students’ sense of belonging (SSB), Student
satisfaction with career readiness and employability (LM_sat),
satisfaction with lecturers (Lect_sat), institutional support and
infrastructure satisfaction (FS_sat), residential experience and
housing satisfaction (Accom_sat). All pairwise correlations are
significantly positive. SSB has the largest correlation with
student satisfaction with satisfaction with lecturers (0.422) and
the lowest correlation with residential experience and housing
satisfaction (0.093) and institutional support and infrastructure
satisfaction (0.094).

In order to estimate the connection between students’
socioeconomic and academic factors and sense of belonging
in higher education, we run weighted OLS regression
analysis with the dependent variable Ln SSB (natural
logarithmic transformation of students’ sense of belonging)
and set of independent variables described in Table 5.
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The results of a regression analysis show that the model
explains about 20% of the variation in students’ sense of
belonging (R2ADJ = 0.200, F (16, 2808) = 44.817, p =
.000). Among the academic factors, satisfaction with lec-
turers have one of the largest positive effect on students’
sense of belonging. Specifically, a 1% increase in satis-
faction with lecturers is associated with about 0.41% in-
crease in students’ sense of belonging. Surprisingly,
students’ satisfaction with preparation for the labor market
doesn’t turn out to be statistically significant. Moreover,
when controlling for other factors, students’ satisfaction
with the facility and support services of educational insti-
tution doesn’t contribute positively to their sense of be-
longing (Table 8).

Table 7. Correlations of constructs and number of observations.

Students’ socioeconomic background significantly shape
their sense of belonging. First, accommodation plays an
important role. 1% increase in residential experience and
housing satisfaction is associated with to 0.06% increase in
SSB. Nontraditional students, who delayed their decision to
apply to university for a few years, have 5.4% lower SSB
than their traditional peers. Similarly, students with children
have lower SSB by about 5.1% compared to students
without children. Conversely, students from poorer families
(underrepresented students) have higher SSB, with the
difference in SSB between students with the most well-off
and the least well-off parents being around 4%. This dif-
ference is reflected in the corresponding categorical variable
(Parents_Fin) that shows a student’s perception of their

SSB LM_sat Lect_Sat FS_sat Accom_sat
SSB —
LM_sat 0.167%* —

4075
Lect_Sat 0.422%* 0.435%* —

5266 4075
FS_sat 0.094** 0.677%* 0.405%* —

4382 3592 4382
Accom_sat 0.093** 0.354** 0.246%* 0.304** —

5266 4075 5266 4382
*p < .01 (2-tailed).
Table 8. Weighted Ordinary Least Square Regression results, dependent variable is In_SSB

Coef. Std. Error t statistics p-value
Constant 0.903%%* 0.059 15.234 0.000

| In_LM_sat 0.031 0.024 1.283 0.200
2 In_Lect_sat 0.406%+* 0.019 21.295 0.000
3 In_FS_sat —0.054** 0.023 —-2.323 0.020
4 In_Acom_sat 0.058%#* 0.019 3.035 0.002
5 Transition_type —0.054%++* 0.011 —5.036 0.000
6 Age 0.002 0.002 1.363 0.173
7 HEI_type 0.02%* 0.009 2.183 0.029
8 Gender 0.005 0.007 0.648 0517
9 Parents_Fin —0.01 |*w¥ 0.004 —2.627 0.009
10 Living_alone 0.053* 0.012 —1.935 0.053
I School_abroad —0.076** 0.036 —-2.092 0.037
12 Students_with_children —0.05 | #e* 0.017 -3.103 0.002
13 Parent_edu —0.018%* 0.007 —2.401 0016
14 Paid_Job —0.035%** 0.008 —4.421 0.000
16 Study_lIntensity —0.01 7% 0.005 —3.071 0.002
17 Ethnicity 0.079%%* 0.02 3.893 0.000
N = 2808.

R Square = 0.204.

Adjusted R Square = 0.200.

F (16, 2808) = 44.817.

Significance at 0.01 (**¥), 0.05 (**), and 0.1 (¥) levels.
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parents’ financial position compared to other families. The
variable has five possible answers, and SSB declines by
1.1% on average if a student’s parents’ financial position
improves by one unit. Being a native Georgian is associated
with about an 8% higher sense of belonging than being a
non-native student, meaning that ethnical minorities (un-
derrepresented students) have lower SSB. Additionally,
students whose parents don’t have high education have a
1.8% higher sense of belonging compared to students with
at least one parent with high education. Students with a paid
job have 3.5% lower SSB and a more intense study regime
is also associated with lower SSB, with each level of in-
tensity decreasing SSB by 1.7%. However, we find no
significant differences in SSB by gender and age. Similarly,
satisfaction with preparation for the labor market (LM_sat)
does not appear to have a significant effect on SSB.

Discussion

SSB among nontraditional students in
higher education

Higher education serves a diverse population of students
worldwide, including nontraditional students and under-
represented groups who often face unique challenges when
it comes to accessing and succeeding in higher education
(Mocca et al., 2019). As such, comprehending the unique
needs and challenges encountered by these specific groups
of students is an essential element for ensuring the efficacy
of the Bologna process and, in the long term, for achieving
sustainable development goals.

Nontraditional students are individuals who do not fit the
traditional profile of a student, which typically includes
enrolling at the university immediately after completing
high school and attending the university full-time. Non-
traditional students may be older, work while attending
university, attend part-time, have dependents, or take a
break between high school and university (Nontraditional
Undergraduates/Definitions and Data, n.d.). As the research
literature demonstrates, nontraditional students bring di-
verse life experiences and perspectives to the university
environment. These experiences and perspectives can en-
rich the academic community by introducing new view-
points and ideas, fostering diversity, and promoting a more
inclusive and collaborative learning environment. However,
they also face specific challenges such as balancing work,
family responsibilities, and school (Carreira & Lopes, 2021;
Munro, 2011; Raaper et al., 2022). In our study, we have
defined nontraditional students as individuals who did not
enroll in higher education immediately after completing
high school, but rather delayed their application or students
who are parents (i.e., students with children), as they often
have additional family responsibilities that can make

balancing their educational pursuits with other commit-
ments more challenging (Brooks, 2012; Moreau & Kerner,
2015).

The profile of nontraditional students indicates that these
factors contribute negatively to their perceived sense of
belonging within the realm of higher education. As reported
above, the current analysis demonstrates that “delayed
transition” into higher education exhibit lower sense of
belonging to higher education. As well as, students who are
also parents show lower sense of belonging to higher ed-
ucation. These nontraditional students who delayed en-
rollment in higher education may find it challenging to
engage socially with classmates who are younger and less
experienced. This can be due to a perceived maturity and a
more established identity, resulting in difficulties in forming
social connections and, subsequently, a reduced sense of
belonging. These findings are consistent with literature
arguing that social engagement could be essential deter-
mining SSB for nontraditional students (Ahn & Davis,
2020a; Gillen-O’Neel, 2021; Neel & Fuligni, 2013).

Our research supports the existing findings which sug-
gest that the age of a student is not a statistically significant
factor in the development of a sense of belonging to higher
education. This implies that the age of a student per se does
not exert a direct influence on their sense of belonging, and
that other factors such as individual experiences and atti-
tudes may play a more significant role in shaping their
perceptions of the academic environment.

As indicated above, the parental status as a second de-
fining criteria of nontraditional students indicates that
students with children have a lower sense of belonging to
higher education. The observed decline in SSB could be
attributed to a range of factors, including the added demands
on time and energy that may impede their ability to fully
engage in the academic environment and establish social
connections with peers and faculty (Gerrard & Roberts,
2006; Mulrenan et al., 2023). Additionally, students with
children may face distinctive challenges in managing their
parental duties, financial responsibilities, and the balancing
of multiple roles and responsibilities (Brooks, 2012;
Moreau & Kerner, 2015). These circumstances may con-
tribute to a sense of disconnection from the academic
community, thereby diminishing their SSB.

SSB among underrepresented students in
higher education

Underrepresented students are those who are members of
groups that are historically underrepresented in higher
education. This can include students who are from low-
income backgrounds, first-generation students, and students
who are members of racial or ethnic groups that are un-
derrepresented in higher education (Mudge & Higgins,
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2011). For the current study, underrepresented students in
higher education are defined as those who are from low-
income backgrounds (1) or first-generation students (2) or
students who do not speak Georgian (3), which may indicate
that they belong to an ethnic minority group in current
society. As reported in previous section, the available data
indicates that students from poorer families have higher
level SSB. Also, students with Georgian as their mother
tongue exhibit higher sense of belonging. This suggests that
ethnic minorities who do not speak Georgian experience a
diminished sense of belonging within the given context.
The relationship between economic conditions and a
sense of belonging can be complex and multifaceted and is
influenced by a mixture of individual and environmental
factors. On the one hand, it may be assumed that financial
stability and a secure source of income would positively
contribute to a person’s social integration (Lowry, 2016;
Rubin & Wright, 2017). However, our results indicate that
the relationship between financial stability and sense of
belonging appears to be negative, suggesting that lower
financial conditions have a positive impact on the formation
of'a sense of belonging. There could be several reasons why
students from poorer families may have a higher sense of
belonging despite their financial difficulties. One factor
could be the support and encouragement from family, the
community, and peers who are facing similar challenges
(Martinez & Ulanoff, 2013; Mishra, 2020; Vietze et al.,
2022). This sense of camaraderie and shared experiences
can create a sense of belonging that transcends socioeco-
nomic status. Another possibility is that these students value
their educational opportunities and see higher education as a
means to overcome economic hardship and improve their
future prospects (Mocca et al., 2019), and drive and de-
termination to succeed can expand the perception of the
university beyond its functional definition and transform it
into a sense of home (Ahn & Davis, 2020a). The current
findings are bolstered by results concerning first-generation
students and the experiences of those involved in paid work.
Our research indicates that students engaged in paid em-
ployment experience a 3.5% decrease (Table 8) in their
sense of university belonging. This finding underscores the
significance of higher education as a means for underrep-
resented students to mitigate financial hardship. The ex-
pected economic returns of pursuing higher education may
be outweighed by the socioeconomic challenges, and when
the financial benefits of entering the labor market imme-
diately after completing secondary education are perceived
to be greater than the expected benefits of obtaining a
degree, students may opt to forego pursuing higher edu-
cation (Mocca et al., 2019). As for first-gen students, whose
parents don’t have high education, have 1.8% higher SSB.
This result suggests the potential for first-generation stu-
dents and those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds to
view higher education as a way to overcome obstacles tied

to their economic and social status. For these students,
higher education may serve as a catalyst for social mobility,
consequently nurturing a more robust sense of belonging
within higher education institutions. It is true that the
transition to higher education can be especially challenging
for students whose backgrounds do not coincide with the
dominant narrative of the university experience (Araujo
et al., 2014), but they also recognize the increased bene-
fits that come with pursuing higher education.

In contrast to the factors mentioned below, the results
indicate that non-native language-speaking students, who
are typically ethnic minorities in Georgian culture, expe-
rience lower levels of belonging. As the study by
Meeuwisse et al. (2010) revealed, ethnic minority students
appear to experience a sense of belonging in their educa-
tional programs when they have strong formal relationships
with teachers and peers. Consequently, we can infer that
challenges related to non-native student’s language profi-
ciency may impact ethnic minority students’ interactions
with teachers and peers. This, in turn, could influence de-
velopment of their SSB within the academic environment.
Therefore, it is essential to recognize that the transition to
higher education can be more complex for these students,
and specific initiatives and policies must be implemented to
address their unique needs.

The study results reveal a contrasting relationship be-
tween the profiles of nontraditional and underrepresented
students and their sense of belonging to higher education.
While nontraditional students’ profiles contribute to a lower
sense of belonging, underrepresented students’ profiles
seem to enhance their level of SSB within higher education.
One possible reason is that nontraditional students may face
unique challenges that can impede their ability to fully
engage in the academic environment, such as balancing
work, family, and other commitments with their studies.
This may lead to feelings of isolation or disconnection from
the academic community, which could, in turn, lower their
sense of belonging. In contrast, underrepresented students
may benefit from targeted support and resources that can
help foster a sense of community and belongingness, such
as mentorship programs, affinity groups, or diversity and
inclusion initiatives. These resources may help underrep-
resented students feel more connected to their academic
environment, ultimately enhancing their sense of belonging.
Another possible explanation is that nontraditional students
may have different expectations and priorities in relation to
their education, which could influence their sense of be-
longing. For example, nontraditional students may view
higher education as a means to an end (i.e., acquiring job
skills or credentials) rather than as a community of learners.
This utilitarian perspective may contribute to a lower sense
of belonging, as they may not perceive themselves as part of
a cohesive academic community. On the other hand, un-
derrepresented students may view higher education as a
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space where their identities and perspectives are affirmed
and valued. This perception could lead them to feel a
stronger sense of belonging, as they may see themselves as
integral members of the academic community, contributing
to the diversity of thought and experiences that enrich the
overall educational experience. These different perspectives
may influence how students perceive their sense of be-
longing within the academic community, ultimately leading
to the contrasting relationship observed between nontra-
ditional and underrepresented students and their sense of
belonging in higher education.

The connection between academic factors and SSB

Our research indicates that satisfaction with pedagogical
efficacy is associated with a positive impact on SSB, while
an intense study regime can lead to a reduction in SSB.
Regression analysis shows that a 1% increase in satisfaction
with pedagogical efficacy can cause a 0.41% increase in
students’ sense of belonging to the university. In contrast, a
more intense study regime can lower SSB by 1.7% on each
of the three levels analyzed. In terms of satisfaction with
lecturers, positive interactions with lecturers can help to
create a sense of trust, support, and respect, which can
promote students’ overall engagement with their studies and
with the university community. Students who feel valued
and appreciated by their lecturers are more likely to feel a
sense of connection and belonging to the university. The
current outcomes are consistent with previous studies and
emphasize the impact of academic interaction and satis-
faction with lecturers on students’ sense of belonging to an
institution (Carter et al., 2018; Freeman et al., 2007; Harris
et al., 2022; Kirby & Thomas, 2022; Mechan & Howells,
2018; Slaten et al., 2018).

On the other hand, an intense study regime may reduce
SSB due to several reasons. First, students who are heavily
focused on their academic work may have less time to
engage in social activities or build relationships with other
students and faculty, which can limit their sense of con-
nection and belonging to the university. Additionally, an
intense study regime can lead to increased stress, anxiety,
and burnout, which can negatively impact students’ overall
well-being and sense of connection to the institution. The
present findings are reinforced by the outcome that satis-
faction with preparation for the career readiness and em-
ployability doesn’t affect sense of belonging significantly.
As aresult, it can be stated that satisfaction with preparation
for the labor market, as well as study regimens, primarily
focus on an individual’s readiness to join the workforce. In
contrast, the sense of belonging in higher education re-
volves around an individual’s connection to the academic
community, encompassing faculty, peers, and campus life.
These objectives are not intrinsically connected.

The results of our study highlight a significant difference
in the sense of belonging between students in private and
non-private universities. Specifically, our findings reveal
that, on average, students in private universities report a
3.1% higher sense of belonging compared to their coun-
terparts in non-private universities. This difference suggests
that factors related to the institutional environment, dif-
ferences in service and administration, and organizational
culture may play a role in shaping students’ sense of be-
longing. Private universities often rely on income from
students, which may incentivize them to invest more re-
sources in creating a sense of belonging and community
among their student body. They may be able to offer more
personalized services, such as smaller class sizes, better
advising, and more support for extracurricular activities and
clubs. Additionally, private universities, as small and
closely-knit communities, are actively allocating resources
towards enhancing student life and promoting activities that
foster greater engagement. Moreover, the low social dis-
tances within private universities create an environment that
is conducive to increased engagement, further contributing
to the positive impact on SSB. This focus on engagement is
believed to be a key driver of the level of SSB reported by
students (Ahn & Davis, 2020a; Gillen-O’Neel, 2021; Neel
& Fuligni, 2013).

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study sheds light on the intricate rela-
tionship between sense of belonging, socioeconomic and
academic factors among university students, particularly
focusing on nontraditional and underrepresented student
populations.

The study reveals the differing relationships between
nontraditional and underrepresented students and their
sense of belonging within higher education institutions. For
nontraditional students, factors such as delayed enrollment
and parental responsibilities negatively affect their sense of
belonging. Conversely, underrepresented students, includ-
ing those from low-income backgrounds and first-
generation students, experience a heightened sense of be-
longing within higher education, possibly due to viewing
higher education as a path to social mobility. These findings
emphasize the importance of fostering a sense of belonging
among all university students, especially those from diverse
backgrounds. Higher education institutions should aim to
create inclusive and supportive environments that ac-
knowledge and cater to the unique needs and experiences of
all students. By understanding the factors that contribute to a
sense of belonging and implementing suitable support
mechanisms, universities can improve student retention,
academic success, and the overall quality of the higher
education experience for all students.
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Our research highlights the crucial roles that pedagogical
efficacy and the intensity of study regimens play in shaping
students’ sense of belonging. Student satisfaction with
pedagogical efficacy enhance sense of belonging, while
intense study regimens can hinder it. Additionally, we
discovered a significant difference in SSB between students
attending private and non-private universities, with students
in private institutions reporting higher levels of SSB on
average. Factors such as the institutional environment,
differences in service and administration, organizational
culture, and the focus on engagement and student life in
private universities may contribute to this difference.

Limitations and future research

While this research offers valuable perspectives on the sense of
belonging in higher education, acknowledging its limitations
remains crucial for a comprehensive understanding. Consid-
ering the utilization of secondary analysis of EURO-
STUDENT data, it is crucial to acknowledge that the original
dataset was not explicitly designed to address the particular
research questions examined in the present study. As a result,
the recreated construct of SSB might not fully capture the
nuances and complexities associated with the concept. Second,
since the study is grounded in a socioeconomic perspective,
the generalizability of the study’s findings may be constrained
by the context of Eastern European countries. Although the
Bologna Process provides a unified educational framework,
the execution and advancement of educational policies in each
country are deeply shaped by their distinct social, economic,
cultural, and historical circumstances. This emphasizes the
necessity of accounting for these contextual elements when
interpreting and applying the study’s results.

Considering the aforementioned limitations, multiple future
research avenues can be suggested to further our compre-
hension of the sense of belonging in higher education: Mixed-
methods approaches: To gain a more in-depth understanding
of students’ sense of belonging, future research could employ
mixed-methods approaches that combine quantitative and
qualitative data collection and analysis techniques. By trian-
gulating data from multiple sources, researchers can develop a
richer and more nuanced understanding of the factors that
contribute to students’ sense of belonging in higher education.
This approach can also help identify potential areas for in-
tervention and uncover strategies that may be particularly
effective in fostering a sense of belonging for various student
populations. Expanding the context: Future research should
examine the sense of belonging in higher education across a
broader spectrum of geographical and cultural contexts, di-
verse types of institutions, and programs. Additionally, it
should delve into a more comprehensive array of individual
differences and personal characteristics, integrating these
factors within a socioeconomic model to enrich the under-
standing of their contribution to students’ sense of belonging.

Longitudinal research: To better comprehend the causal re-
lationships and temporal dynamics underlying the association
between SSB and various factors, future studies should em-
ploy longitudinal research designs. This will enable re-
searchers to track changes in students’ sense of belonging over
time and examine how these changes relate to academic
factors, nontraditional student status, and underrepresented
group membership.
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Figure 1. Eigenvalue plots.

Table 9. KMO and Bartlett’s tests.

Bartlett test of sphericity (HO:
variables are not intercorrelated)

Reported numbers are: Approx.

Chi-Square, df, Sig. Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy (KMO)

Students’ satisfaction with lecturers—
“Lect_Sat”

Students’ satisfaction with the facility
and support services—"“FS_sat”

Students’ satisfaction with
preparation for the labor market—
“LM_sat”

Students’ satisfaction with
accommodation—"“Acom_Sat”

18853.397 0.857
10
0.000
4044.937 0.707
3
.000
2968.301 0.665
3
0.000
8683.544 0.739
6
0.000




154 Journal of Eurasian Studies 16(1)

Table 10. Students’ satisfaction with lecturers—*Lect_sat” (|- strongly agree to 5- do not agree at all).

N Min Max Mean Std. Deviation Component Matrix
Lecturers extremely good at explaining things 5266 | 5 242 1.331 0.898
Get along well with lecturers 5266 | 5 2.36 1.342 0.881
Lecturers interested in what students has to say 5266 | 5 2.41 1.336 0.874
Lecturers motivate to do best work 5266 | 5 2.49 1.326 0.846
Lecturers give helpful feedback 5266 | 5 248 1.347 0.812

Note: Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.914. Component matrix column displays correlation coefficients between extracted scores and each statement. A higher
value of Lect_sat indicates higher satisfaction with lecturers as the original extracted scores we multiplied by —1.

Table I 1. Students’ satisfaction with the facility and support services—*“FS_sat” (|- entirely sufficient/very well to 5- not sufficient at all/
very poorly).

Std.
N Min Max Mean Deviation = Component Matrix
Satisfaction with study support services (e.g., organized tutoring, 4850 | 5 251 1.280 0.860
(academic) writing, bridging courses, and mentoring)
Satisfaction with provision of learning facilities (e.g., library, computer 4963 | 5 255 1317 0.841
center, and workplaces)
Satisfaction with support to balance my studies and paid job 4709 | 5 286 1422 0.829

Note: Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.795. Component matrix column displays correlation coefficients between extracted scores and each statement. A higher
value of FS_sat indicates higher satisfaction with the facility and support services as the original extracted scores we multiplied by —1.

Table 12. Students’ satisfaction with preparation for the labor market—LM_sat (I- entirely sufficient/very well to 5- not sufficient at all/
very poorly).

Std.
N Min Max Mean Deviation Component Matrix
Assessment: how well the study program prepares for the international 4414 | 5 292 1394 0.859
labor market
Assessment: how well the study program prepares for the national labor 4820 | 5 234 1.242 0.824
market
Satisfaction with support in the preparation for my (future) work life 4841 | 5 277 1461 0.76

Note: Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.743. Component matrix column displays correlation coefficients between extracted scores and each statement. A higher
value of LM_sat indicates higher satisfaction with preparation for the labor market as the original extracted scores we multiplied by —1I.

Table 13. Students’ satisfaction with accommodation—"“Accom_sat” (I- very satisfied to 5- not satisfied at all).

Std.
N Min Max Mean Deviation Component Matrix
Satisfaction with accommodation: Location 5266 | 5 2.6 1.353 0.87
Satisfaction with accommodation: Condition 5266 | 5 255 1.252 0.841
Satisfaction with accommodation: Time to commute between 5266 | 5 2.9 1.413 0.784
accommodation and HEI
Satisfaction with accommodation: Cost 5266 | 5 2.8 1.347 0.76

Note: Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.829. Component matrix column displays correlation coefficients between extracted scores and each statement. A higher
value of Accom_sat indicates higher satisfaction accommodation as the original extracted scores we multiplied by —1.
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