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Research Site
• Mid-sized, private, liberal arts university in the southern United 

States. 
• Residential college model and a two-year live-on requirement 

Data Source
• Data was collected through a voluntary Qualtrics survey
• The data analyzed for the purpose of this study are the results of 1 

question out of a 39-question survey

Analysis
• Inductive content analysis examines textual data for patterns and 

structures, singles out the key features to which researchers want to 
pay attention, develops categories, and aggregates them into 
perceptible constructs in order to seize textual meaning (Gray & 
Densten 1998; Shoemaker & Reese, 1996)

• Initial start codes were derived centering on the concept of 
affordances (Creswell & Creswell, 2017)—for example, how students 
defined sense of belonging to their residential community as a result 
of their specific context at the university and within the residential 
community. Similar or related codes were subsumed in meaningful 
categories, which, as a process of further abstraction, were grouped 
into the main themes (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).
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• The three emergent themes found from the student responses support 
our implications for further research and practice. 

• Space and Place, Strengthening Connections, and 
Outcomes of Belonging (detailed in Table 2)

• Student-proposed definition of sense of belonging in a collegiate 
residential community

• “The resident journey shaped by active leadership, 
inspired within a physical and experiential 
environment, results in strong connections to people 
and place.”

• we found examples of belonging being a choice 
(choosing to attend events), requiring active leadership 
of institutional agents, and belonging being unchosen by 
people (being assigned to a residence). 

• Furthermore, our definition, perhaps uniquely, 
identifies belonging as a scale, not a dichotomous 
variable where belonging is either achieved or not 
achieved 

• Parallels to Input-Environment-Outcome (I-E-O) model
• While not the intent at the onset of our research, the 

emergent themes from our student-provided definitions 
of belonging—space and place, strengthening 
connections, and outcomes of belonging—parallel aspects 
of Astin’s I-E-O model 

• Emphasize the importance of physical space in a residential-
community sense-of-belonging definition and focus on development 
of physical space of a Residence Hall to reflect a welcoming 
environment and foster elements of belonging.

• Our respondents mentioned the “community lounge,” 
“common space and sharing that community,” and 
“based on where you live” as factors impacting their 
residential sense of belonging. 

• Paying special attention to other physical features such 
as artwork, decorations, and other space considerations 
(e.g., community pride objects, family photos, home 
decorations) may ensure that students begin to build a 
sense of belonging in their residential community. 

• Institutional agent's (housing professionals and student leaders) 
engagement is essential

• Respondents noted that actions taken by staff—providing 
help, remembering names, being present, and developing 
trust—all contributed to belonging

• Future direct assessment (observation and/or focus groups) to 
document the process of strengthening connections would contribute 
to our understanding of the process by which students belong to their 
residential community

Though research has been performed on sense of belonging in higher 
education, a residential community–specific definition has been elusive, 
specifically from a student perspective. We sought to fill this gap and 
provide such a definition for sense of belonging to a residential 
community. We followed an interpretive research paradigm and 
solicited 2,400 on-campus residents at a 4-year university within the 
southern United States. We received survey responses from 38% (n = 
920) of them, of which 581 respondents supplied a definition. The 
responses produced three emergent themes: space and place, 
strengthening connections, and outcomes of belonging. We posit a 
student-grounded definition of residential sense of belonging. Our 
proposed definition and findings are written with university-housing 
and residence life professionals, campus planners, architects, and 
student affairs professionals in mind. This definition further details 
what it means to belong to a residential community from a student 
perspective, which may inform these professionals on how to best 
enhance the student experience in college. Additionally, the findings 
from this study provide insight into how students experience belonging 
to an unchosen affiliation. This study adds to the growing 

understanding of sense of belonging in higher education.
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PURPOSE

We aim to answer the question: How do students define sense of 
belonging to their unchosen residential community? With much of the 
existing dialogue on sense of belonging related to a student’s sense of 
belonging to their institution (Cheng, 2004; Krafona, 2014; Pokorney et 
al., 2017), this research represents a novel approach to defining sense of 
belonging to residential communities by students as opposed to a 
researcher-posed definition. As a reminder, the contemporary use of 
sense of belonging in higher education is sourced from the work of 
Hoffman et al. (2002) in the field of postsecondary education. 
Findings from this study will deepen university-housing professionals’ 
understanding of what it means to belong to a residential community 
from a student perspective. Housing professionals will be interested in 
understanding how belonging to a specific residential community is 
defined by students because it may inform how they devise and execute 
interventions to connect with, support, and bolster belonging within 
their collegiate residential communities. Ideally, cultivating a sense of 
belonging for students to a residential community on a more microlevel 
may lead to a stronger sense of belonging for larger groups and, 
eventually, for the institution at the most macrolevel. 

Category  Start codes Count 

Space (n = 129) space 92 

housing staff 37 

Place (n = 147) socialization 73 

involvement 25 

traditions 49 

Strengthening connections (n = 144) members 20 

friends 54 

concern for others 15 

respect 11 

identity 9 

connection 25 

relationships 10 

Characteristics (n = 176) comfort 46 

safe 7 

integrated 30 

bonded 14 

welcome 48 

commonalities 20 

diverse 11 

Outcomes (n = 287) community      73 

family 41 

pride 33 

home 66 

support 30 

know, knowing, known 44 

  883 total 

 

Table 1
Start Codes Organized into Categories

Table 2
Theme Names, Descriptions, and Counts

Note. RA is resident assistant; RCD is residential community director; FiR is faculty 
in residence.

Theme name Description  Count Percentage  

Space and place  Respondents described two contextual elements as part 

of their belonging narrative. Space comprises elements 

of physical location (such as common area and 
lounges) and the housing staff who work in the 

building (such as RAs, RCDs, and FiR). Place elements 

highlight events (such as specific programs) and 
opportunities (such as involvement and leadership 

councils) occurring within the physical location, 
encompassing all social experiences such as hanging 

out, spending time together, and annual traditions of 

the residential community. 

276 31% 

Strengthening 

connections 

Respondents expressed elements of what it means or 

feels to belong, emphasizing the importance of 
connection to others to achieve belonging. Often these 

connections were described as a developing period or 

process where these signals could be observed or 
experienced prior to achieving belonging. This theme 

encompasses the developing strength of the 

respondents’ connections. 

320 36% 

Outcomes of 

belonging  

Respondents produced definitions with rich 
descriptions of the intended outcome or product of 

belonging. This theme encompasses psychosocial 

outcomes like pride, identity importance, feeling the 
residential community is a family/community, and 

knowing / being known to other members.  

Additionally, environmental outcomes also emerged 
through vivid characteristics or adjectives related to the 

culture and climate.  

287 33% 

 

• Analysis followed an interpretive research paradigm, which views a 
phenomenon (sense of belonging to residential community) through 
the meanings that people (residential students) attribute to it in a 
specific sociocultural context (residential community on a specific 
university campus).

Participants
• 2,400 on campus residents received the survey
• 581 contributed
• 528 responses evaluated
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