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Tertiary education students today navigate study within the context of increasingly complex lives. Paid work, caring responsibilities, financial pressure, housing insecurity, and family commitments all shape the student experience. These pressures sit alongside the diverse educational, cultural, and social backgrounds that students bring with them. Some students enter tertiary education already understanding how to navigate its systems, expectations, and culture. Others experience our institutions as unfamiliar, isolating, and difficult to navigate. Across both Australia and New Zealand, belonging has therefore emerged as a key concept for understanding student success, wellbeing, persistence, and engagement (Crawford et al., 2024; Kahu & Nelson, 2018). In this context, student services and student experience professionals play an important role in shaping the systems, relationships, and opportunities that help students feel connected, supported, included, and able to thrive.
Research consistently demonstrates that students who experience a strong sense of belonging are more likely to persist in their studies, engage meaningfully with learning, achieve stronger academic outcomes, and demonstrate greater resilience during periods of challenge and transition (Crawford et al., 2024; Kahu et al., 2022). Belonging is also closely connected to student mental health and wellbeing (Baik et al., 2019). At a time when tertiary institutions continue to grapple with student engagement as an ongoing challenge, particularly within increasingly blended and digitally mediated learning environments, belonging has become even more important to how institutions think about connection, participation, and student success (Bowden, 2022).
At the same time, belonging cannot simply be understood as an individual student responsibility. Too often, institutional conversations position belonging as something students develop for themselves through confidence, participation, or social connection. While these elements matter, tertiary institutions also play a significant role in shaping the conditions that either enable or constrain connection, inclusion, and engagement (Ahn & Davis, 2020; Crawford et al., 2024).
Experiences of belonging within tertiary education are deeply uneven. Many students continue to face structural barriers linked to equity, disability, financial insecurity, cultural background, caring responsibilities, geographic location, and previous educational experiences. These realities remain particularly significant across Australia and New Zealand, where tertiary institutions continue to grapple with inequities experienced by Indigenous students, students from low socioeconomic backgrounds, regional and remote learners, students with disability, first-generation students, and culturally and linguistically diverse communities (Kahu et al., 2022). In this context, belonging cannot simply be reduced to participation or “getting involved.” It is shaped by whether institutional systems, practices, cultures, and learning environments genuinely recognise, value, and respond to the diverse realities students bring with them.
This requires a broader shift in how tertiary institutions think about belonging. Belonging is not simply about helping students fit into existing institutional structures. It is also about critically examining how institutions themselves are designed, whose needs they privilege, and how they create environments that are adaptable, flexible, relational, and inclusive by design. This includes consideration of curriculum, assessment, timetabling, support systems, digital environments, communication practices, and broader institutional cultures (Kahu & Nelson, 2018).
Importantly, belonging is also relational. Students are more likely to experience belonging when they can see themselves reflected in the diversity of staff, leadership, and institutional culture around them (Allen et al., 2024). Representation matters not only symbolically, but because it shapes whether students feel understood, welcomed, and valued within tertiary environments. Equally, staff belonging matters too. Staff who feel connected, supported, respected, and able to bring their authentic selves to work are better positioned to foster inclusive and supportive environments for students (Allen et al., 2024).
Belonging is also closely connected to student voice, agency, and leadership. Students are more likely to experience belonging when they feel heard, respected, and able to influence the environments in which they learn (Matthews et al., 2018). Creating opportunities for genuine partnership, co-creation, representation, and student leadership is therefore not peripheral to belonging work, but central to it (Bovill, 2019).
These realities highlight the need for more intentional and sustained institutional investment in belonging, inclusion, and student support. Tertiary institutions cannot assume that belonging will emerge organically or equally across their increasingly diverse student populations. Creating the conditions for belonging requires intentional investment in inclusive design, accessible support systems, culturally responsive practice, student partnership approaches, staff capability, and structures that actively reduce barriers to participation and engagement.
This issue of JANZSSA explores belonging from a range of different perspectives and contexts. It opens with an opinion piece reflecting on the opportunities and tensions emerging through the introduction of Needs-based Funding in Australia. The piece argues that while the policy represents an important shift in how student success is understood, its impact will ultimately depend on how institutions identify need and invest in sustained, evidence-informed support.
The “Voices From the Field” section then brings together contributors from across Australia and New Zealand to explore a timely question: how do we foster belonging, mattering, and connection for students learning across both digital and on-campus environments? The piece highlights the importance of intentional design, meaningful relationships, and institution-wide approaches that recognise the increasingly complex realities of student life.
In “Modelling Inclusion: Student Affairs Professionals’ Roles in Creating Brave Spaces for Diverse Students,” Anderson explores the experiences of student affairs professionals from marginalised backgrounds and the important role representation, mentorship, and relational practice can play in fostering belonging. The article also speaks to the emotional labour and identity taxation often carried by equity-deserving staff.
Rachmawati, Juniarly, and Prapto Nugroho’s article, “Applying the MIMIC Model to Assess the Impact of Sociodemographic Background on Students’ College Belongingness,” examines how factors such as regional background and commuting distance shape students’ experiences of inclusion, participation, and belonging within tertiary education.
In “Māori and Pasifika Perspectives of Australian Higher Education,” Wren, Campion, Natapu-Ponton, and Harvey centre the voices and experiences of Māori and Pasifika students studying within Australian universities. The article highlights the importance of family, culture, representation, and culturally responsive support, while also challenging institutions to think more deeply about whose ways of knowing, being, and belonging are recognised and valued within university environments.
Finally, in “Testing the Act Belong Commit® Mental Wellbeing Quiz With University Students,” Burns, Batta, Henry, Kindness, and Uy explore how strengths-based and preventative approaches to mental health can support student wellbeing, connection, and belonging. The article reinforces the close relationship between wellbeing, social connectedness, and student engagement.
Collectively, the contributions within this issue highlight both the complexity and importance of belonging within contemporary tertiary education. They invite us to think critically about how belonging is understood, who experiences it, where barriers remain, and what institutions must do to create learning environments where all students and staff are able to connect, participate, contribute, and thrive.
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