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Abstract
We study whether a family’s economic situation and parental educational level are 
associated with classroom belonging among students in comprehensive secondary, 
upper secondary general and upper secondary vocational education in Finland. We 
also study whether there are educational-level differences in this possible associa-
tion. We use survey data from the Finnish School Health Promotion study from 2017 
(N = 114,528). We conduct random effect linear probability models with schools as 
the second-level grouping variable. The results show that family’s low economic 
situation predicts a higher probability of lack of sense of classroom belonging in 
Finland, despite the country having one of the world’s most equal educational sys-
tems and comparably low economic inequality. Neither mother’s nor father’s educa-
tional level has any association. A family’s low economic situation seems to predict 
the lack of a sense of belonging most strongly in comprehensive secondary educa-
tion and most weakly in upper secondary vocational education. Our results slightly 
support the proposed significance of context-specific hierarchies in determining the 
association between economic resources and sense of belonging. A family having 
a poor economic situation is not reflected in the sense of classroom belonging as 
strongly in schools where students have a low average economic situation compared 
to those where students have a high average economic situation. We suggest meas-
ures, in addition to alleviating economic inequalities, to support the sense of school 
belonging, especially for low-income students.
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1 Introduction

Students’ high sense of school and classroom belonging can be associated with 
various positive outcomes such as higher academic motivation and engagement, 
academic competence and achievement, self-efficacy, self-esteem and well-being 
in general (Ryan & Patrick, 2001; Pittman & Richmond, 2007; Niemiec & Ryan, 
2009). In contrast, students’ lack of classroom belonging is consistently found to 
be associated with, for example, internalising and externalising behavioural prob-
lems, depressive symptoms, social anxiety, lower self-esteem, poorer academic 
performance, loneliness, alienation and eventually school dropout (Buhs & Ladd, 
2001; Chipuer, 2001; Pittman & Richmond, 2007; Ream & Rumberger, 2008; 
Foster et al., 2017).

Even though international research in particular has widely shown the asso-
ciation between school and classroom belonging and different positive out-
comes, fewer studies have investigated the factors predicting belonging in the 
classroom. Existing findings have mostly concerned factors related to the school 
environment, such as teacher supportiveness, peer relationships and participation 
in extra-curricular activities (e.g. Wang & Holcombe, 2010; Dotterer & Lowe, 
2011; Ryan & Patrick, 2011). In contrast, the significance of family background, 
including family socioeconomic status (SES), has received less attention. Exist-
ing research concerning the significance of family background usually applies to 
higher education, focusing on working-class students in high-SES environments, 
such as universities (e.g. McGregor et al., 1991; Hertel, 2002; Pittman & Rich-
mond, 2007). SES is also usually treated as a unidimensional factor and thus does 
not produce information about the underlying mechanisms related to the possible 
association.

Sense of belonging is known to be a highly social phenomenon, and thus the 
context most likely affects which background factors influence the sense of class-
room belonging and how they do so. Low family SES might not affect students’ 
sense of belonging similarly at all levels of education. The association may also 
vary by student’s age, as adolescence is a period of great transformation (Abbasi, 
2016). To the best of our knowledge, the current study is the first to study the 
association between family background and classroom belonging in earlier edu-
cational stages in comprehensive and upper secondary education separately. We 
can also separate different dimensions of family SES, namely family’s economic 
situation and parental educational level, in predicting classroom belonging at dif-
ferent educational levels.

The concept of sense of belonging largely overlaps with social capital, conceptu-
ally and theoretically, but also empirically: Ahn and Davis (2020) find that sense of 
belonging can be used as a simplified alternative way to measure social capital. Even 
if sense of belonging does not completely overlap with social capital, it is regarded 
as an important element for generating it (Wellman et  al., 2001). Sense of school 
belonging can thus be regarded as students’ social capital in the school environment.

This study investigates (1) Is the family SES, measured by the family’s eco-
nomic situation and parental educational level, associated with classroom 
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belonging among 8th and 9th graders in comprehensive school (COM) and 1st 
and 2nd graders in upper secondary general (GEN) and upper secondary voca-
tional (VOC) education? (2) Are there educational-level differences in the above-
mentioned association? As data, we use the School Health Promotion study, 
which provides survey data from Finland from 2017 (N = 114,528). Earlier 
research has indicated the importance of school-related factors, such as school 
climate and teacher supportiveness (Ma, 2003; Willms, 2003; Chiu et al., 2015). 
This can be taken into account by conducting a multilevel model using school as 
a second-level grouping variable. To be able to examine school-level differences, 
the interaction between family SES and school level is tested.

2  Belonging as a basic need

According to Maslow’s (1943) theory of needs, a sense of belonging in a social 
group is a fundamental psychological need which must be satisfied before other 
needs, including self-actualisation, can be met. Both the belongingness hypothesis 
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995) and the theory of self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 
1985) regard the need to belong as a basic human motivation. Sense of belonging is 
defined as feeling accepted and liked by the rest of the group, feeling connected to 
others and feeling like a member of a community (Baumeister & Leary, 1995).

2.1  Sense of belonging in the school and classroom

During recent decades, more and more attention has been paid to the sense of 
belonging in educational contexts. The most commonly used definition of school 
belonging is by Goodenow (1993): “The extent to which students feel personally 
accepted, respected, included and supported in the school social environment”. Kor-
pershoek (2016) claims that students have a pervasive drive to form and maintain 
significant interpersonal relationships with their teachers and peers and a psycho-
logical need to create ties to the school as an institution. Belonging and connected-
ness with same-aged peers and adult figures outside the family, such as teachers, 
may hold particular importance as adolescents begin to transfer their dependencies 
from parents and families to extra-familial contexts (Allen, 2008; Österman, 2000; 
Demanet & Van Houtte, 2012).

Having a sense of school belonging is perceived as a prerequisite for overall 
school functioning. Adolescents’ sense of connectedness to school is found to be 
significantly associated with engagement, motivation and participation (Ryan & 
Deci, 2009; Kiefer et  al., 2015), academic attitudes and achievement (Ostrove & 
Long, 2007; Pittman et  al., 2007; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009), better self-esteem and 
self-efficacy (Dotterer & Wehrspann, 2016) and lower rates of emotional distress 
(Resnick et al., 1997). When students’ needs to belong are not satisfied, diminished 
motivation, impaired development, alienation and poor performance are predicted 
(Deci et  al., 1991). Baumester and Leary (1995) suggest that maladaptive school 
behaviours should be seen as “attempts to establish or maintain relationships with 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02671522.2019.1615116


 H. Hautala et al.

1 3

others or sheer frustration and purposelessness when one’s need to belong goes 
unmet”. A lower sense of belonging is shown to predict a risk of school dropout 
(Ream & Rumberger, 2008; Merikukka et al., 2019).

3  Family background and school belonging

The scientific literature has regularly suggested that the social groups located at 
the bottom of the social hierarchy, such as low-SES individuals, suffer from a lack 
of recognition compared to individuals who are at the top of the social hierarchy 
(Fiske, 2010; Blader & Chen, 2014). Hierarchies trigger shame and stress that nega-
tively affect emotional and physical health and self-esteem (Twenge & Campbell, 
2002; Hertzman & Boyce, 2010; Kraus & Park, 2014). Individuals have been found 
to have a tendency to develop self-perceptions corresponding to, justifying and 
reproducing the hierarchy of the society they live in (Jost et al., 2004). The self-con-
cept of low-SES individuals is described as an “undervalued self” by some authors 
(Kraus & Park, 2014), and even the most competent low-SES students are found 
to face significant uncertainty regarding their recognition by others (Destin et  al., 
2017). However, to be able to feel belonging and connection to others, one has to 
feel safe both in one’s social relations with peers and the larger community and with 
one’s identity (Zhao et al., 2012).

3.1  Family’s economic situation and school belonging

As SES is a multidimensional concept, we cannot understand the mechanisms 
underlying its effect without considering its different dimensions separately. Eco-
nomic capital refers to access to economic resources. Modern theories emphasise 
the relative aspects of economic deprivation, especially in welfare states such as the 
Nordics. Relative poverty is a lack of ability to have an active social life and live 
a life on a par with others (Sen, 1983). The stigma caused by poverty may be a 
greater burden than the pure material consequences (Redmond, 2009). In children’s 
lives, economic deprivation seems to actualise particularly in social relationships, 
especially with those children who possess better economic resources (Harju, 2008). 
Material resources are used in building a feeling of togetherness (Pugh, 2009; Buck-
ingham, 2011), and having similar resources bond friends together (Hakovirta & 
Rantalaiho, 2012), especially among youth (Croghan et  al., 2006), both at school 
and in spare time (Korkiamäki & Ellonen, 2011).

Wealth seems to bring social prestige and power, and lack of economic resources 
may cause shame, discrimination and exclusion (van der Hoek, 2005; Walker, 2014). 
Children of low-income families are found to suffer bullying and social exclusion 
more often than others (Ridge, 2002; Attree, 2006; Ridge, 2011), and some stud-
ies also find an association between family economic capital and school belonging 
(Chiu et al., 2015). Earlier research has pointed out that the resources that matter are 
those that are easily made visible (Hjalmarsson & Mood, 2015). Even though eco-
nomic resources are not the only factor affecting the sense of belonging and social 
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integration, better economic resources offer children more options in regulating 
the image that other children have of them (Salmivalli, 2005). Economic resources 
seem to play a prominent role, especially during adolescence when children start to 
detach from their parents and form their own identities (Croghan et al., 2006; Mur-
ray, 2004; Deutsch & Theodorou, 2009).

3.2  Parental educational level and school belonging

Parental educational level is usually regarded as indicating the cultural resources in 
the family. Home is an environment where the child learns to understand normative 
codes, dialect and cultural preferences about interacting and connecting with oth-
ers in educational settings (Jaeger & Holm, 2007). Mastering the normative codes 
helps the child to fare well socially, connect and feel belonging in school. According 
to the theory of cultural reproduction (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990), socialising to 
this norm system may be more difficult for working-class children with low parental 
education.

Although economic resources, especially those that are easily made visible, seem 
to be important for the sense of belonging, there is some evidence of the signifi-
cance of parental educational level as well, although mainly from the higher educa-
tion context. Social adjustment in universities is found to be more problematic for 
first-generation students (Hertel, 2002). Students with lower-educated parents are 
supposed to have fewer personal resources to meet the expectations of the higher 
education environment (Stephens et  al., 2014). First-generation college students 
have a lower sense of belonging compared to their peers, even those whose parents 
have attended but not graduated from college (Pittman & Richmond, 2007). Low 
parental education is also associated with the risk of being bullied at school (Nor-
dhagen et al., 2005), but we found no earlier literature about the effect of parental 
education on the sense of belonging at lower degrees of education.

4  Educational level and school belonging in Finland

As needs are domain- and situation-specific and ongoing, the context plays a signifi-
cant role in determining whether the individual needs for belonging are satisfied. If 
we assume that social hierarchies of power and prestige fuel a sense of belonging 
or, on the flip side, a sense of alienation and exclusion, it is also assumable that the 
association between different resources and sense of belonging varies according to 
contexts in different kinds of hierarchies. The same resources may not be similarly 
important at different educational levels. There is, nevertheless, no earlier research 
about the differences between educational levels in the association of family back-
ground and a sense of school belonging.

The 9 years of compulsory education in Finland are made up of 6 years of pri-
mary school (circa 7 to 12-year-olds) and 3 years of comprehensive secondary edu-
cation (circa 13 to 15-year-olds) with no tracking. After comprehensive secondary 
education, children choose between upper secondary general and upper secondary 



 H. Hautala et al.

1 3

vocational education, which both typically take 3  years to complete (circa 16 to 
18-year-olds). Due to their joint comprehensive education, the students are a rela-
tively heterogeneous group in terms of their family background before they move to 
upper secondary education. One may assume that heterogeneity reduces the signifi-
cance of family background in predicting students’ sense of belonging in compre-
hensive education. However, during their early adolescent years, children may be 
more vulnerable to peer pressure concerning consuming patterns, and at the same 
time, more dependent on their parents’ economic resources.

Even though both tracks in upper secondary education are free of charge to 
attend, excluding study materials, SES-related selection also exists in Finland. In 
particular, choosing GEN education, which is the most common path to tertiary edu-
cation and even more so to university, is highly predicted by parental educational 
level (SVT, 2019). Due to social selection, the student population in GEN and VOC 
education is more homogenous in terms of their family backgrounds compared to 
the COM student population. As the average SES is lower among VOC than GEN 
students, one could assume that low parental education and a poor economic situa-
tion would not be as stigmatising in VOC education and would thus not affect the 
sense of belonging as strongly. For the same reason, low SES is presumably a more 
significant risk factor for students in GEN than students in VOC education regarding 
school belonging.

The information produced in this study is valuable in trying to understand the 
mechanisms underlying the association between family SES and positive outcomes 
related to school belonging, such as commitment to education, one of the most cru-
cial elements preventing social exclusion among adolescents (Bäckman & Nilsson, 
2011; Breen & Karlson, 2013). Considering the fundamental importance of sense of 
belonging in the school environment, it is essential to understand its predictors. Chiu 
et al. (2015) regard belonging as critical in analysing connections between class and 
education.

5  Data and methods

5.1  Data

The data used, the School Health Promotion study from Finland from 2017, is con-
ducted nationwide every other year for all 8th and 9th grade pupils in comprehen-
sive school and 1st and 2nd grade students in GEN and VOC schools in Finland. In 
VOC schools, only students under 21 years old take part in the survey. The survey 
is conducted during the school day by teachers in classes, and students reply anony-
mously. In 2017, 63% of 8th and 9th graders and 55% of students in GEN institu-
tions responded to the questionnaire. The share of the students in VOC could not be 
reliably counted. Altogether, 137,428 young people studying in upper comprehen-
sive and upper secondary schools took part in the survey in 2017.

Participants with even one skipped question relevant to our research setting were 
deleted from the data. The data remain for 60,698 8th and 9th graders in upper com-
prehensive school, 32,043 students from GEN and 21,787 students from VOC and 
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institutions. Approximately 19% of 8th and 9th graders, 8% of students in GEN and 
21% of VOC students were deleted from the data. The final sample size is 114,528 
young people.

5.2  Dependent variable

The statement about feeling of belonging in one’s class community was used as the 
dependent variable. Respondents were asked whether they agree or disagree with 
the statement “I regard myself as an important part of my classroom community”. 
The response options were (1) Totally agree (2) Agree (3) Not agree nor disagree 
(4) Disagree (5) Totally disagree. The variable was transformed into two class vari-
able by options one, two and three forming a reference category indicating a sense 
of belonging in the classroom and options four and five indicating a lack of sense of 
belonging. Out of all respondents, 90.1% regarded themselves as an important part 
of the classroom community, and 9.9% lacked that experience.

5.3  Independent variables

Family’s economic situation and mother’s and father’s educational levels were used 
as independent variables reflecting students’ family background. The variable meas-
uring family’s economic situation is based on the question “How would you describe 
the economic situation of your family” with response options (1) Very good (2) 
Good (3) Moderate (4) Bad (5) Very bad. The variable was transformed into three 
class variable by options one and two indicating a good economic situation acting 
as a reference category, option three indicating a moderate economic situation and 
options four and five indicating a poor economic situation in the student’s family.

The original four category variables (1 = compulsory education, 2 = secondary 
education, 3 = additional professional studies for secondary education 4 = tertiary 
education) measuring mother’s and father’s educational level were transformed into 
three category variables by combining the original classes two and three. Tertiary 
education stands for the reference category.

5.4  Control variables

Parental unemployment, respondents’ gender, possible immigrant background and 
family type were controlled through the analysis. Parental unemployment is by no 
means a risk for a parent’s sense of belonging in a society (Hiilamo, 2014). Social 
stigma may lead to a so-called culture of outsiders at home (Järvinen, 1999) and 
thus reflect on adolescents’ sense of belonging in school. Gender was controlled, as 
the gap in school performance between boys and girls has been found to be the larg-
est in Finland out of the OECD countries, and might well affect sense of belonging 
in school. An immigrant background is also found to be a risk factor for sense of 
belonging (Chiu et al., 2015; PISA, 2015). Most studies find that children living with 
two biological parents have higher levels of well-being, on average than children 
in stepfamilies and single-parent households, in part because two-biological-parent 
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families are usually better equipped to provide key resources (Amato, 2010; Carr & 
Springer, 2010).

5.5  Data distribution

The distribution (Appendix A) reveals that approximately 10% of the students lack 
a sense of belonging in the classroom. The poorer the family’s economic situation 
and the lower the parental educational level, the more often students lack a sense 
of belonging. Fewer students lack a sense of belonging among respondents in VOC 
than at other educational levels. Children of unemployed parents, from one-parent 
families or with immigrant backgrounds lack a sense of belonging more often than 
others.

5.6  Method

Multilevel linear probability modelling was used as the primary method because the 
dataset includes information on both the individual and school level. Earlier research 
has indicated the high importance of environment-related factors for school belong-
ing (Roorda et  al., 2011; Allen et  al., 2018). Due to regional segregation, differ-
ences in the association are assumed to occur within cities as well as between cities 
and the countryside. Thus, it is essential to take into account the social context of 
respondents.

With multilevel models, it is possible to take into account the similarity caused 
by the school environment. Multilevel analysis enables estimating Intra-Class Cor-
relation (ICC), which here refers to the amount of resemblance between students at 
the same school in terms of their estimated sense of belonging. Comparison between 
the variance within schools and the variance between schools is thus enabled. More 
variance between than within schools would indicate higher context-dependency in 
evaluating sense of belonging. In this kind of situation, it is anticipated that the ICC 
will also be high. In contrast, less variance between than within school indicates the 
role of individual differences (such as differences in family background) in defining 
the sense of belonging in classroom, and the ICC is anticipated to be lower. The 
multilevel analysis produces more precise standard error terms than the individual-
level regression method, leading to more precise confidence intervals and signifi-
cance test estimates.

5.7  Analysis strategy

The analysis strategy is as follows: First descriptive results are presented by con-
ducting cross-tabulation on the associations of each independent variable with sense 
of belonging in the classroom. In the first multilevel analysis model, the association 
between the family’s economic situation and the student’s probability of lacking a 
sense of belonging in the classroom is investigated. In the second model, the asso-
ciation of mother’s and father’s educational levels with student’s probability of lack-
ing a sense of belonging in the classroom is examined. In the third model, both SES 
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variables are introduced into the analysis simultaneously to control their effect on 
each other. In the last, fourth model, the respondent’s school level is introduced into 
the analysis. Control variables are included in all models.

In the next phase, interaction tests are conducted to determine whether the fac-
tors indicating students’ family background are differently associated with students’ 
probability of lacking a sense of belonging at different educational levels. An inter-
action test is also conducted to explore the significance of context-specific hier-
archies in educational level differences. Control variables are also included in the 
interaction tests. All the multilevel models are fitted as random intercept models that 
show coefficients for independent variables’ variances at the school and individual 
levels. To estimate the extent to which the school differences explain the sense of 
belonging, intra-class correlations (ICC) are also calculated for the basic models.

6  Results

6.1  Results of the multilevel analysis

Model 1 (Table 1) shows that compared to students who evaluate their family’s eco-
nomic situation as good, those who evaluate it as moderate have a 4.3 percentage 
points higher probability of lacking a sense of belonging in the classroom. Those 
who evaluate their family’s economic situation as poor have as much as a 14.7 per-
centage points higher probability of lacking a sense of belonging. This difference 
can be considered rather large.

Model 2 shows that the significance of both maternal and paternal education is 
small or negligible, although some estimates are statistically significant. Students 
whose mother has compulsory education have a 3.5 percentage points higher prob-
ability of lacking a sense of belonging in the classroom than students with tertiary-
educated mothers. This difference can be considered to be small. The estimate is 
also statistically significant and negative for children whose father has secondary 
education compared to children with a tertiary-educated father. However, the vari-
able is a negligible predictor, as the difference is less than 1 percentage point.

Next, in model 3, both the family’s economic situation and the mother’s and 
father’s educational levels are introduced to the model simultaneously. More infor-
mation about the possible mechanisms underlying the associations is thus gained. 
The estimate of the family’s economic situation remains unchanged, indicating that 
its association is not explained by parental educational level. The association of 
mother’s compulsory educational level remains statistically significant, but the esti-
mate diminishes by 1.0 percentage points. Father’s secondary educational level does 
not change between models.

Finally, in the fourth model, the respondent’s school level is introduced into the 
analysis. No change is observed in how the SES variables influence the probability 
of lacking a sense of belonging. Surprisingly, model 4 shows that compared to stu-
dents in comprehensive education, students in VOC education have a 3.9 percentage 
points lower likelihood of lacking a sense of belonging.
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When only the outcome variable is included in the model, on average, 2% of the 
total variation between students can be explained by variation between schools, i.e. 
the ICC is practically negligible. This indicates that differences in schools do not 
affect sense of belonging in the equal Finnish school system.

6.2  Interactions between family SES and student’s educational level

Although parental educational level, excluding mother’s compulsory education, did 
not appear to be a significant predictor of classroom belonging in our multilevel 
models, interactions between parental education and school level were tested to 
ensure that the findings apply at every level of education. Neither mother’s nor 
father’s educational level is significantly differently associated with classroom 
belonging at different levels of education (see Appendix B).

Table 1  Association of independent variables with sense of belonging in the classroom. All the random 
intercept models control for parental unemployment, gender, family type and immigrant background

***p > 0.001 Empty model: between variance 0.040, within variance 0.298, ICC 0.018

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Economic situation (ref. good)
Moderate 0.043*** 0.044*** 0.044***

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Poor 0.147*** 0.147*** 0.148***

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004)
Parental educational level (ref. tertiary level)
Secondary education/Mother 0.004 −0.001 0.000

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Compulsory education/Mother 0.035*** 0.025*** 0.026***

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004)
Secondary education/Father −0.008*** −0.014*** −0.012***

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Compulsory education/Father 0.005 −0.005 −0.003

(0.004) (0.004) (0.004)
Respondent’s school degree (ref. secondary comprehensive)
Upper secondary general 0.001

(0.003)
Upper secondary vocational −0.038***

(0.003)
Control variables Yes Yes Yes Yes
Between school variance 0.035 0.034 0.031 0.029
Within school variance 0.293 0.295 0.293 0.293
ICC 0.014 0.013 0.011 0.010
N 114,528 114,528 114,528 114,528
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Next, the focus is on the interaction between family’s economic situation and 
educational level in predicting the sense of belonging in the classroom (Fig.  1). 
The interaction model reveals that a family’s economic situation is statistically 
significantly differently associated with a lack of a sense of belonging at different 
educational levels. When moving from a family’s good to average economic situation, 
the probability increases more among comprehensive and GEN students than among 
VOC students. Further, when moving from a family’s average to poor economic 
situation, the difference is steeper and more notable. A poor economic situation 
seems to increase the probability of lacking a sense of belonging most for students 
in comprehensive education, i.e. 8th and 9th graders, and second-most for students in 
GEN institutions. The rise is most modest among students in VOC institutions.

As hierarchies are context-related, the probability of lacking a sense of belonging 
among respondents evaluating their family’s economic situation good is next 
compared with those evaluating it as bad in environments with different average 
economic situations (Fig. 2). A variable indicating the average economic situation in 
each school was created, and schools were divided into five equally sized categories 
accordingly.

The original five category variables are used as the indicator of a family’s 
economic situation. In comparison, only the extremities are considered: Students 
who evaluated their family’s economic situation as good are compared with those 
evaluating it as bad in extreme contexts; i.e. in the fifth of schools where the average 

Fig. 1  Association between family’s economic situation and probability of lacking a sense of belonging 
by respondent’s school level. Random intercept LPM
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economic situation is evaluated as best and the fifth of schools where it is evaluated 
as worst. Control variables are included in the analysis.

The results show no context-related difference in the probability of lacking a 
sense of belonging among students who evaluate their family’s economic situation 
as good. However, students whose family’s economic situation is bad have a lower 
probability of lacking a sense of belonging in schools with a majority of students 
whose economic situation is bad than in schools with a majority of students with a 
good family economic situation.

7  Conclusions

This study examined whether a family’s economic situation or parental educational 
level is associated with a student’s probability of lacking a sense of belonging in the 
classroom. Moreover, it was investigated whether the association is different at three 
educational levels: COM, GEN and VOC education.

Multilevel analysis showed the low economic situation in the family to be the 
strongest and most consistent predictor of a lack of a sense of belonging in the 
classroom. The result supports the earlier findings on the importance of material 
possessions in adolescents’ peer relationships and subjective well-being (e.g. 
Croghan et  al., 2006; Main, 2014). Economic inequalities seem to be reflected 
straight onto young people’s sense of belonging and involvement in the school 

Fig. 2  School’s average economic situation and probability of lacking a sense of belonging by family’s 
economic situation
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context, even in Finland with its comparatively equal educational system and low 
income inequality in general.

The result is in line with the earlier understanding of economic resources and 
consumption as a means for adolescents to build their self-esteem, identity and self-
concept in relation to others (Murray, 2004; Deutsch & Theodorou, 2009). The rela-
tionship between low economic resources and subjective well-being is well known, 
but the mechanisms remain unclear (Main, 2014). The lack of sense of belonging 
related to low economic resources may be one such mechanism. The perception that 
the significance of material resources extends their impact into educational contexts 
undermining such a crucial need as the need to belong is alarming, as education is 
regarded as the most important means of preventing intergenerational disadvantage.

Finding that maternal and paternal educational level is negligible in predicting 
sense of belonging can be considered surprising because parental education is found 
to be highly significant in predicting school dropout (e.g. Kallio et al., 2016). Even 
though sense of belonging also predicts school dropout, our results do not support 
the assumption that the association between parental educational level and school 
dropout is mediated by sense of school belonging. This was particularly surprising 
in relation to GEN education, as the average educational level of parents is higher in 
GEN (2019). In Sweden, parental educational level has been found to have lost its 
significance in predicting adolescents’ subjective well-being, as the average educa-
tional level has reached a relatively high level (Plenty & Mood, 2016). This may be 
the case in Finland as well, also reflected in a sense of belonging in school.

Among Finnish youth, family economic situation is more important than parental 
educational level in building a feeling of togetherness in the educational context. 
The results support Hjalmarson’s and Mood’s (2015) notion that the resources that 
matter are those that are easily made visible. In addition to alleviating economic ine-
qualities, it is important to promote a sense of belonging in school contexts through 
both curricular and extra-curricular activities, especially among youth with low 
socioeconomic backgrounds and low family income. As schools rarely have infor-
mation about students’ families’ economic situations, measures should be targeted 
at all students.

Another significant result from the analysis is that students in VOC institutions 
have a lower probability of lacking a sense of belonging than others, even after con-
trolling for the family’s economic situation and parental educational level. There are 
a variety of possible reasons for this unexpected result. It is appealing to interpret 
this difference as being due to differences in tendencies to answer questions, such 
as the so-called acquiescence bias, i.e. less-educated and less-informed respondents 
are more likely to acquiesce with statements than better-informed respondents (e.g. 
Krosnick, 1999). Nevertheless, if this interpretation was correct, students in COM 
education should remain somewhere between those in GEN and those in VOC edu-
cation. This not being the case gives reason to expect that the change in either the 
tendency to reply to these kinds of statements or the change in conditions and expe-
riences happens after moving from COM to VOC education.

One apparent difference that might explain the disparity is that students in VOC 
institutions study in groups based on their particular interests. It may be easier to 
build social cohesion with students studying in the same domain, despite their family 



 H. Hautala et al.

1 3

backgrounds. From 1995 onwards, GEN institutions  in Finland have been class-
less. Students are supposed to plan their own individual curricula, which may dilute 
social cohesion and the sense of belonging. It should also be taken into account that 
we have no reliable estimate of the share of VOC students that participated in the 
questionnaire. In addition, in the process of data editing, the highest loss emerged 
among students in VOC institutions. VOC students with the highest probability of 
lacking a sense of belonging may be missing from the data.

The modest ICC estimate was not expected. A multilevel model is not usually 
recommended with low ICC levels, but we consider it important here. It seems 
that in Finland, schools are not very different in their ability to produce a feeling 
of togetherness and cohesion. The result supports the understanding of the Finnish 
educational system as an equal one. In Finland, during comprehensive education, 
children mostly attend local public schools, while attending private school is very 
uncommon, which promotes educational equality. However, neighbourhood segre-
gation with respect to equality of education has been discussed (Bernelius, 2013). 
The result also supports the premise of the importance of family background in pre-
dicting sense of belonging in the school context, rather than environment-related 
factors.

Interaction models between the family background and respondent’s school level 
revealed that the student’s educational level matters in estimating the association 
between family background and sense of belonging in the classroom. Students in 
COM education in the Finnish educational system are a highly heterogeneous popu-
lation. Therefore, one could have assumed that family’s economic situation would 
not be very significant, but our results claim the opposite. The significance of fam-
ily’s low economic situation for students in COM education may be explained by 
age: 14- and 15-year-olds are going through a phase where they, for the first time, 
start to detach from their childhood families and form their own identities, in the 
process of which economic resources and consumption seem to play a prominent 
role (Murray, 2004; Croghan et al., 2006; Deutsch & Theodorou, 2009; Korkiamäki 
& Ellonen, 2011). At the same time, they are still highly dependent on their par-
ents and unable to affect their family’s economic situation and their own economic 
resources (Salmivalli, 2005).

Nevertheless, the difference between students in GEN and VOC education cannot 
be explained by age. Social selection in upper secondary education is also apparent 
in our data, as the students in VOC education evaluated their families’ economic 
situation as bad more often than students in GEN education. Based on knowledge 
about how social hierarchies build (Fiske, 2010; Blader & Chen, 2014), the result 
may be interpreted as following from the worse average economic situation in fami-
lies in VOC institutions. The result supports modern theories’ understanding of pov-
erty as relative. It is most important to be able to live life on a par with those near 
you (Sen, 1983). As economic deprivation seems to actualise particularly in social 
relationships (Harju, 2008), not in the form of pure material consequences (Red-
mond, 2009), a low economic situation may be less stigmatising and affect sense of 
belonging less in VOC than GEN institutions.

The results of the second interaction test give slight support for the interpretation 
of the importance of the context’s average economic situation. If the interpretation 



1 3

Family background and classroom belonging among adolescent…

applies – that the average economic situation in VOC schools is lower and reduces 
the probability of stigmatisation for students from low-income families – one could 
assume that selection between VOC and GEN would also evolve from where adoles-
cents feel belonging and involvement, taking their socioeconomic background into 
account. This is nevertheless something the data used in this study cannot confirm.

Earlier literature has suggested that exceptionally advantaged children may also 
experience a lack of sense of belonging, but the results do not support this under-
standing. Of course, the classification is rough and cannot distinguish the most 
advantaged from others. Salmivalli (2005) suggests that even though economic 
resources do not determine young people’s possibilities of a sense of belonging, 
well-subsidised youth have more possibilities to regulate the way they are seen. This 
phenomenon is also apparent in these results.

This study provides important new information regarding the factors predicting 
a sense of belonging in school during a crucial phase of the educational path, the 
transmission from compulsory to upper secondary education. To solve the prob-
lem of SES-based differences in educational success, choices and commitment, it 
is essential to pay attention not only to offering possibilities to attend but to young 
people’s experiences in educational environments. Feeling “at home,” safe and com-
fortable in school significantly affects school motivation. In addition to promoting 
equal income policies, it is particularly important to pay attention to promoting a 
sense of equality in children’s and young people’s daily life contexts by making 
school environments as neutral and free from economic inequalities and compari-
sons as possible and offering all children leisure-time activities equally.

There are also some shortcomings in this research. Data selection is a typical 
problem in research conducted using survey data. The data used here is nevertheless 
less selected than in most survey data, as it is collected nationwide during school 
days and all the students are supposed to participate in the questionnaire. Never-
theless, taking into account the higher risk for school dropout for adolescents with 
disadvantaged backgrounds, the data is more selected among students in upper 
secondary education and especially among students of VOC institutions. One may 
also question the reliability of the informants evaluating the family SES. It has been 
shown that children, particularly from low-SES families, do not know the educa-
tional level of their parents and tend to overestimate it (Engzell, 2015; Lehti & Laa-
ninen, 2021). Family’s economic situation might be easier to evaluate, although it 
has also been found that parents may protect their children from information about 
economic hardship (Daly & Kelly 2015). In future it would be fruitful to link data 
used here with Finnish register data sources to gain more reliable information 
about family background. In addition, this study does not show causal relationships 
between the studied variables, although many confounding variables were controlled 
in the models.

In the future, it would be fruitful to try to delve into the extent to which the 
assumed possibilities of gaining a sense of belonging affect educational choices. 
Second, it would be important to discover if the association between a family’s low 
economic situation and sense of belonging exists as early as in primary school or 
even earlier. Third, it would also be desirable to reach young people with the highest 
risk of school dropout, who usually do not participate in survey questionnaires.



 H. Hautala et al.

1 3

Appendices

Appendix A. Data distribution regarding the sense of belonging in the classroom.

Background variable Belonging Lack of 
belong-
ing

Economic situation
Good economic situation 92,6 7,4
Moderate economic situation 87,6 12,4
Bad economic situation 76,3 23,7
Parent’s level of education
Mother’s tertiary level 90,4 9,6
Mother’s secondary level 90,3 9,7
Mother’s compulsory level 85,0 15,0
Father’s tertiary level 90,0 10,0
Father’s secondary level 90,5 9,5
Father’s compulsory level 87,3 12,7
Respondent’s school degree
Secondary comprehensive 89,6 10,4
Upper secondary general 88,8 11,2
Upper secondary vocational 93,3 6,7
Gender
Boys 93,4 6,6
Girls 87,0 13,0
Parental unemployment
No unemployment in the family 91,3 8,7
One or two parents unemployed 87,2 12,8
Family type
Two-parent family 90,7 9,0
One-parent family 88,0 11,8
Immigrant background
Both parents born in Finland 90,4 9,6
Immigrant background, born in Finland 87,6 12,4
Born outside Finland 80,6 19,4
Total 90,1 9,9

Appendix

Appendix B. The association between mother’s and father’s educational level and 
probability of lack of sense of belonging by respondent’s school degree. Random 
intercept LPM.
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Fig. 3  School’s average economic situation and probability of lacking a sense of belonging by family’s 
economic situation

Fig. 4  School’s average economic situation and probability of lacking a sense of belonging by family’s 
economic situation
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