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Do you dread public speaking? Does the mere thought of standing on a stage behind a 
microphone before an audience erode your inner core? Or can you portray an air of confidence 
to get the job done knowing deep down you are masking an underlying anxiety? Most of us fear 
public speaking, but have you ever stopped to wonder why? 
 
We walk through life treading carefully between the unspoken norms and boundaries of social 
interactions. We modify our remarks, gestures and actions to ensure our behavior is acceptable 
for the context, group, culture or community we are in. Most of us strive to fit in and belong. 
When asked why they hate public speaking, most people give reasons based on irrational 
thoughts related to other people (e.g., fear of being laughed at, ridiculed, embarrassed, made to 
look stupid). These concerns are usually not related to the act of speaking itself, but rather, our 
fear of social rejection which is a product of our need to belong. 
 
Belonging is defined as a unique and subjective experience that relates to a yearning for 
connection with others, the need for positive regard and the desire for interpersonal 
connection (Rogers, 1951). A sense of belonging does not depend on participation with, or 
proximity to, others or groups. Rather, belonging comes from a perception of quality, meaning 
and satisfaction with social connections. Belonging may also relate to a sense of belonging to a 
place or even an event. It is therefore a complex and dynamic process unique to each person. 
A sense of belonging has been described as a fundamental human motivation underpinned by a 
pervasive and compelling need to belong that we continually seek to find and maintain 
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Maslow, 1957). Even as we strive to belong, we are also deeply 
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conditioned to provide a sense of belonging to others (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). It is our 
sense of belonging and its importance to us as a species that shapes the way our relationships 
with others, groups, and even whole communities function. 
An absence of belonging has negative and devastating effects on people, both physically and 
psychologically. This article aims to outline the importance of belonging for own lives and for 
the people around us, and to provide an overview of current thought, research, and practice in 
the field as it relates to, informs and draws from psychological science. 
A short history of belonging 
Like most psychological constructs, we can trace our need to belong back to our prehistoric 
ancestors when group life and cooperation were essential for safety and survival. People lived 
in small groups where jobs like hunting, gathering and sentinel labor were shared. A person 
who wanted to do it alone in ancient times was unlikely to last very long. Likewise, rejection 
from a group would have been tragic for an individual. The fear of rejection as a human trait 
deeply embedded in our prehistoric roots is one explanation as to why a fear of rejection 
persists today. Have you ever struck conflict with someone over a difference in opinion only to 
find yourself softening your stance or ending up in agreement? This is a form of conformity to a 
social norm. It is likely that the skills we use to avoid rejection, conform to social norms and 
enhance belonging persisted due to natural selection and evolution. Belonging was, and always 
has been, necessary for our survival. 
The increasing economic wealth of our society means that we can afford to live on our own and 
migrate away from the neighborhoods where we grew up. This is a luxury that our ancient 
ancestors did not have, when living alone may not have been an option. While the modern 
single person is unlikely to fall prey to a deadly predator, we are still learning what kind of 
impact the changes to the way we live, work and socially interact have on our psychological 
health. 
The pain of rejection 
Social rejection is at odds with belonging. The two experiences are inversely related. We have 
come to understand that social pain caused by ostracism can create a response in our neural 
processing not so different from that caused by physical pain (Eisenberger, Lieberman, & 
Williams, 2003). When we talk about feeling heartbroken or shattered following a fallout with a 
friend or social group, we use words that best describe our feelings at that given time. 
Neuroscientists now have research to support the notion that physical and social pain are not 
that different from one another. Simply observing the social pain of others can give us painful 
feelings. 
When our sense of belonging is threatened, however mildly, we know intuitively that it feels 
unpleasant. As humans, we have used this knowledge in ways contrary to our need to belong. 
Sentenced to solitude 
Isolation as a form of punishment has a rich history. For instance, in many tribal groups, being 
condemned to isolation would invariably result in death. Pews in jails are often separated by 
dividers that deny incarcerated church attendees access to other people, in a place otherwise 
devoted to community and belonging. 
In schools and in homes, children are denied social interaction for short periods through 
punishments such as time out or even planned ignoring. 



More extreme examples have featured in the media, and involve highly restrictive practices 
whereby schools have used cages and isolation rooms to manage the behavior of children with 
autism spectrum disorder. 
Social isolation and exclusion from groups is painful; it is easy to understand why these 
methods are so readily used as a punishment. However, it is less clear why isolation, social 
exclusion and the denial of social belonging can have such a profound impact on us. 

 
 
Belonging is in our biology 
From the moment we are born, we strive to connect to our primary caregivers. Of course, this 
makes sense biologically. Our primary caregivers are the same people who ensure our 
wellbeing and provide food, safety and shelter. Once again, belonging is critical to our survival. 
Neuroscientist Mathew Lieberman suggests that we never actually switch off thoughts about 
others and our relationships to them. Put simply, our brain enters a default network when 
resting, which mirrors the same neural cognitive system that occurs when we engage in social 
interaction. The default network has been observed in babies as young as two weeks using 
resting functional magnetic resonance imaging providing evidence that we are indeed born to 
belong (Gao et al., 2009). 
But there is more at play. Attachment theory shows how pivotal those early bonds and 
relationships are for the trust and relationships we form with other people throughout our 



lives. Endocrinological research demonstrates the powerful role of oxytocin – known as the 
herding hormone – in social inclusion and social bonding (Stallen, De Dreu, Shalvi, Smidts, & 
Sanfey, 2012). Research in this area provides more substantial evidence that belonging is in our 
biology. But before you decide to spray oxytocin up your nose to address the world’s loneliness 
crisis, note that research shows that oxytocin’s benefits in stimulating cooperation, trust, 
ethnocentrism, conformity, empathy and favouritism appear limited to in-group members only, 
which is bad luck for those in the out-group. 
The most compelling evidence of our need to belong from birth is borne out when belonging is 
absent. In cases of abuse, neglect or disorganised attachment, the absence of a sense of 
belonging has a devastating impact on psychological and social functioning, which extends 
though childhood and adolescence and well into adulthood. Examples can be drawn from social 
psychological literature where children have experienced social isolation from a young age 
(Braddock & Gonzalez, 2010; Matthews et al., 2015). 
Importance in youth 
Rejection and ostracism can be devastating and research shows that adolescence is the 
developmental period that is most sensitive and vulnerable to their negative effects (Arain et 
al., 2013; Blakemore, 2008). 
Adolescence is a complex developmental period marked by neural attrition and growth. Neural 
imaging research shows that, during adolescence, the brain undergoes unique neural 
development and maturation in regions involved in complex social processes (Arain et al., 2013; 
Burnett, Sebastian, Kadosh, & Blakemore, 2011). Peer groups and the need to belong become 
important for social identity, transition into adulthood, psychosocial adjustment, along with 
coping-skills and resilience. 
Self-presentation and reputation management become central concerns for adolescents 
learning social norms and boundaries. Children and adolescents with poor social and emotional 
skills, such as difficulty with emotional regulation, can have issues related to belonging. One 
could say that a solid understanding of social skills coupled with successful social development 
is the foundation for belonging. 
School belonging 
Schools offer a common, central place for most adolescents to belong. However, a sense of 
belonging to school may also occur within a home-learning school community or through 
distance education environments. 
Most people have different feelings of affiliation or attachment to their school. Our bonds with 
school have a positive relationship with a range of variables related to psychological 
functioning, mental health and wellbeing. Mounting evidence demonstrates that school 
belonging is inversely related to school attrition rates, truancy and school violence, while a low 
sense of attachment to school has been linked to school shootings, suicidal ideation in 
adolescence and youth radicalization (Langille, Asbridge, Cragg, & Rasic, 2015; Marraccini, & 
Brier, 2017; Wike & Fraser, 2009). 
Our research found that, of the predictors associated with a sense of belonging to school, the 
student-teacher relationship was one of the most powerful (Allen, Kern, Vella-Brodrick, Hattie, 
& Waters, 2018). Yet, how we nurture that relationship within a climate of high teacher stress, 
standardized testing, high attrition rates among graduate teachers and students not feeling a 
sense of belonging to school requires critical ongoing discussion (OECD, 2017). 



One thing we know is that teachers’ sense of connection to school predicts their students’ 
sense of connection. Tending to teacher wellbeing needs to be urgently evaluated. Staff 
massages and compulsory mindfulness training may actually run counter to what well-meaning 
approaches are trying to achieve. Likewise, asking teachers to run interventions and produce 
new dazzling strategies to increase student belonging may be at odds with building connected 
school communities. What if we asked teachers directly what would assist their belonging? 
What if they were provided more autonomy and more resources instead? 
 
Creating inclusion for young people 
Building belonging in schools should be absorbed into ongoing practices that already occur 
throughout a typical school day rather than being an additional task. Starting with social and 
emotional competencies, and prioritizing relationship and social skills, and emotional regulation 
can help lay solid foundations for a culture of belonging. 
We should strive to create a culture of social inclusion so that acceptance, inclusion and 
empathy towards others become social norms. The work of Vivian Paley and her rule, you can’t 
say, “you can’t play” is one approach to creating a norm around belonging for children as young 
as three-years old. The need for early-years approaches is recognized in Australia though The 
Early Years framework ‘Being, Becoming, and Belonging’ which prioritizes the need to belong at 
a young age. 
 
Technological impacts 
It is difficult to discuss belonging in the absence of technology. This is best described in the title 
of Sherry Turkle’s book, Alone Together. Thanks to the internet and technologies we are in 
many ways more connected than ever, and yet we are also reporting increased loneliness. 
Despite this, the effects of technology on adolescent wellbeing may not be as bad as the media 
leads us to believe (Orben & Przybylski, 2019), however, research is still exploring the 
implications of technology on our sense of belonging to groups and others. People are already 
intuitively aware that the effects of technology can be profound and they are taking it upon 
themselves to digitally detox. There are apps available to block some social media sites and a 
greyscale filter to make screen time less appealing, while some schools have banned the use of 
mobile phones on their grounds. 
We know that screen time or the compulsion to check a phone can disrupt our ability to 
connect with others but the long-term implications are yet to be identified. Technology is 
making us more aware of the way we connect with others, especially within the relationship 
between parent/caregiver and child. 
One promising benefit of technology has been the effectiveness of smartphones in delivering 
therapeutic apps. Interventions specifically related to belonging, such as social belonging 
interventions, have proven to be effective when delivered through mobile phone technology 
(Devers et al., 2016). 
The role of psychologists 
Researchers like Greg Walton and David Yeager are leading the way in how we understand and 
apply brief, psychologically wise interventions to address social issues such as belonging 
uncertainty. A growing body of work highlights a variety of significant changes that result from 
simple exercises that focus on preventing recursion (that is, when we expect someone to be 



mean to us, we may behave in a way that elicits meanness) and fundamental attribution error. 
Based on the tradition of attributional retraining, the aim is for young people to understand 
that feelings of not belonging can be normal and can be overcome. People can change. 
Other interventions to increase belonging aim to challenge peoples’ beliefs about others and 
allow them to see that other people are different, but more similar than they may think. This 
work seeks to shift cognitions around social inclusion and create opportunities to belong for self 
and others (Aron, Melinat, Aron, Vallone, & Bator, 1997). 
Psychologists can take other roles and responsibilities with their knowledge on belonging and 
its importance for people in society. First among these are psychoeducation and advocacy. 
Psychologists are in a unique position to translate science to practice and provide a message to 
the general public and clientele about the importance of belonging. Psychologists also have an 
important role to play in advocating for social and emotional competencies (including social 
skills) to be prioritized for young children. 
 
Towards an inclusive language 
We need to approach belonging through a sensitive and inclusive lens that recognizes the 
diversity of our communities, past and present. In Australia, our cultural history is undeniably 
stained with stories of isolation and exclusion. For instance, how does belonging look and feel 
for Aboriginal people who were stolen from their families, segregated from their communities 
or relocated from their traditional home lands? In this way, belonging is not only perceptual, 
but also contextual. DeLeon Gray and his team have made great in-roads through research in 
how we understand belonging in relation to history, race and culture, especially in schools. 
Psychologists should consider their use of language in written policy, reports and public forums. 
Language should not unintentionally exclude members of a particular audience. This means we 
should strive for a consistently inclusive language that precludes feelings of otherness. As 
psychologists, we can be particularly good at communicating with each other. Most of us share 
similar tertiary-level privilege. Using scientific jargon for written communication to non-
psychologist audiences could be interpreted by the reader as, “this information does not relate 
to me”, or worse, “perhaps I don’t belong here”. Psychological reports are one form of written 
communication that should be constructed with the audience in mind, however this notion is 
also relevant for psychologists working in other contexts. 
Psychologists in schools and organizations must ensure policy and practice are articulated in a 
way that is inclusive and offers opportunities for people to feel as though they belong and that 
the message being communicated is for everyone. 
Academic psychologists require unique skills to communicate to the public in order to 
disseminate their research to the people who will benefit the most. Use of “the individual” for 
example, can be problematic. Indeed, George Orwell suggested such phraseology was 
pretentious diction, but I will add that this type of language can depersonalize our 
communication, treat people as isolates and overlook the unique and intricate connections 
people have with each other. Even if you don’t agree, at least you will probably concur that the 
rest of the world does not talk this way. 
Taken together, our professional language has the capacity to influence and interfere with 
notions of belonging and there is much we can do to refine our communication with others. 
 



 
 
Key points 
Belonging is essential for our psychological and physical health and can play a role in the way 
we think and interact with the world. The way we engage with others is central to our 
humanity. When feelings of ‘not belonging’ arise, we can turn to the scientific literature 
outlining the practices that may help to counter these feelings. 
So too, a sense of belonging in childhood and adolescence is fundamental to the way we 
function throughout our lives. Therefore, fostering proactive strategies from birth is 
recommended, especially during early childhood when children first begin interacting with 
groups outside the family. Emphasizing the importance of social skills along with social and 
emotional competencies should be an ongoing conversation with the people we work with. We 
should also remember that, as psychologists, we are in a unique position to create 
opportunities for belonging through our work, language and our own personal interactions with 
others. 
The author can be contacted at: kelly-ann.allen@monash.edu 
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