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AGENDA FOR THIS SESSION
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A summary of the academic literature around belonging

The ways in which we try to build belonging at MDX

Findings from interviews with MDX staff about belonging

Active planning for your own programme / service area 

Where next for research / practice in building belonging? 



WHY TALK ABOUT 
BELONGING NOW? 
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BELONGING IS A BIT IN VOGUE AT THE MOMENT
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WHY BELONGING IS IMPORTANT FOR OUR STUDENTS?
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Belonging is a predictor of student success (De Sisto et al, 2021; Kuh et al, 2010; 
Thomas, 2012)

We can play a big role in helping students to belong (Thomas, 2002, 2012 and 
2017; Kane et al, 2014; Pesonen et al, 2020)

Providing meaningful interactions with staff

Opportunities to make friends

Access to extra-curricular provision

An inclusive institutional culture



WHY BELONGING IS IMPORTANT FOR OUR STUDENTS? (CONT.)
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Students from underrepresented groups tend to feel lower levels of belonging 
(Read et al, 2003; Strayhorn, 2008; Stebleton, 2011; Gillen-O’Neel, 2019; Murphy 
et al, 2020; O’shea, 2020; Holloway-Friesen, 2021; Hussain and Jones, 2021)

Belonging needs are different for each student: 

Some may not feel a need to belong to their university community (Pesonen, 
2020) 

Some wish to belong only to a smaller community e.g. their programme of 
study (Brodie and Osowska, 2021). 

Others, may want to ‘stand out’ (Carruthers-Thomas, 2018)



WHY BELONGING IS IMPORTANT FOR OUR STUDENTS? (CONT.)
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Research by Pearson and Wonkhe (2022):

Students with average or above mental health are much more likely to feel 
that they belong (80%) compared to students with below average mental 
health (52%)

Those who belong are twice as likely to want to use their student voice to 
change things for the better (57% compared to 29% for those who agree they 
belong and disagree they belong respectively)

Those who belong are more than twice as likely to feel confident about their 
level of academic skills (72% compared to 34% for those who don’t belong)



SO, WHAT CAN WE DO AT MDX?
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BUILDING BELONGING AT MDX
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Belonging is built at four levels:
Individual student – helping them to understand their needs
Peer-to-peer – providing more opportunities to connect students
Programme-level – building affinity within course communities
University-level – building affinity at a wider community level



BUILDING BELONGING AT MDX
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Building student belonging:
At a University level At a Programme level Within other communities of peers

Current strengths • Proactive and inclusive messaging on social media for students to 
engage with

• #TeamMDX campaign messaging is weaved throughout our 
celebrations of student achievements

• Transition programme with pre-arrival survey helps students to 
understand what they want out of their Middlesex experience and 
start to find it

• Made in Middlesex campaign that showcases our current students 
who are engaging fully with student opportunities and celebrates 
our successful graduates 

• Strong levels of student satisfaction amongst some smaller 
departments or those with strong links to industry (e.g. Social Work)

• Examples of students having close relationships with staff, so that 
they know who they can approach

• Close relationships with Student Voice Leaders – where students 
feel like they can pick up the phone to raise issues

• Clear interventions with students from the start of their programme 
to emphasise that students are part of a programme community

• Involvement with alumni to showcase graduate stories to students

• A variety of peer-to-peer schemes where students can be part of a 
community and be paid for their work (e.g. SLAs, Student 
Ambassadors)

• MDXSU Liberation Groups and Communities that provide 
opportunities for students from different backgrounds

Current challenges • We don’t have clarity around which students are getting involved in 
none of our co-curricular engagement programmes

• A reduction in on-campus pride building activities, partially due to 
concerns in previous years about inappropriate influence during NSS 
periods

• Less clarity around how to build strong levels of belonging on 
programmes with larger cohorts and less obvious or more diffuse 
links to industry

• Practice of building belonging at a programme-level is varied across 
the University

• Tutoring and Advising is not implemented consistently across the 
institution

• A drop in engagement with student groups; including societies and 
sports teams – mainly due to difficulties in continuing engagement 
during the pandemic

• A reduction in usage of social media groups (e.g. Facebook) where 
new communities of students would have flourished in previous 
years

Next step actions • Complete a mapping of students who aren’t engaging with co-
curricular engagement programmes, so that we can segment and 
target those students for support and guidance 

• Implement more targeted promotion of opportunities for students 
to find belonging based on what they tell us in the pre-arrival and 
welcome surveys

• Be bolder in organising pride-building campaigns and activities on 
campus that help students feel joy and love for their time at 
Middlesex

• Find opportunities to test our theories about belonging levels across 
different departments – e.g. by utilising the level 5 pilot survey 
across the whole University

• Compile best practice around belonging from different departments 
to add to this framework

• Roll-out of advising model that focuses on helping students to 
understand their own belonging needs and actualise them

• Review how other universities attempt to build belonging within 
larger departments and those with less obvious connections to 
industry areas (large group pedagogy)

• Create engagement programmes to rebuild student involvement in 
societies and sports teams

• Integrate opportunities for students to make friends and connect to 
others within University platforms (e.g. MDXapp)



HOW CAN WE BUILD BELONGING 
WITHIN PROGRAMME AREAS?
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APPROACH FOR RESEARCH
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Interviews with 28 academic staff members across all Faculties

Programme / Department areas were selected based on their results in the last 
two years in NSS and internal programme surveys (for students at levels 3 – 5)

Focus was given to areas who scored highest in the questions around learning 
community

Interviews were mostly free-flowing, although a set of prompt questions were 
used where helpful

Most interviews were with individuals, however a few had multiple participants



TOP-LEVEL FINDINGS
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Belonging

Accessibility

Communication

Community

FeedbackIdentity

Inclusion

Support
Results from interviews were turned 
into a list of 64 distinct activities to build 
belonging

Each of those activities were then 
grouped into 7 themes 

Some activities were conducted by 
multiple programme areas

No programme area conducted more 
than 20 of the activities



MOST COMMONLY OCCURRING BEST PRACTICE
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Emphasising accessibility of academics - always responsive - always here to help

We set projects that they need to do collaboratively - lots of space for group work

Organising events as part of the Programme (e.g. Fashion collab with BA Dance 
or BA Film Awards or Psychology picnic or Tourism residentials)

Personal tutor group meetings frequently (sometimes weekly, some 6 times a 
year)

Encourage students to use WhatsApp and SVLs collect feedback from these 
student-run groups



WHAT’S NEXT? 

16LEARNING COMMUNITIES THAT ENCOURAGE AUTHENTIC BELONGING

Full recommendations / best practice within separate PDF provided

Developing these findings into a toolkit that Programme Teams can use

Further research around individual’s belonging needs



GETTING PRACTICAL 

Time to build your own belonging plan

17



ACTIVITY TIME
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Two questions to think about:

What can YOU do within your programme / service area to improve belonging 
amongst students? Try splitting into some quick wins vs. longer work

What support do you need from other teams / programme areas to improve 
building amongst students? 

Utilise the list of ideas from each theme, but be realistic! Adjust existing practice 
and activities, rather than creating lots of new work
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