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Individuals who report a high sense of belonging with their academic institution demonstrate increased 
levels of academic success, as measured by greater class attendance, increased appropriate classroom 
behaviors, and better mental health and self-concept. The available literature on this topic focuses 
minimally on sense of belonging in graduate health professions education and available evidence is even 
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graduate health professions education to determine implications for occupational therapy education. A 
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duplicates. After reading the full text, 61 articles were removed due to their limited exploration of 
belonging or inability to answer the proposed research question regarding barriers and facilitators to 
belonging. The final sample of 9 articles provided information about barriers and facilitators to a sense of 
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education. Qualitative content analysis of these articles revealed three themes that contributed both 
barriers and facilitators to belonging in graduate health professions education: (1) environment, (2) 
relationships, and (3) personal factors. As the call to diversify the profession brings in a greater number of 
students from historically minoritized identities, it is essential that all students experience belonging in 
their academic programs to increase success in their education and, as a result, in their future healthcare 
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ABSTRACT 
Individuals who report a high sense of belonging with their academic institution 
demonstrate increased levels of academic success, as measured by greater class 
attendance, increased appropriate classroom behaviors, and better mental health and 
self-concept. The available literature on this topic focuses minimally on sense of 
belonging in graduate health professions education and available evidence is even 
more sparse specific to occupational therapy education. Thus, the aim of this study was 
to conduct a scoping review to gather foundational knowledge regarding barriers and 
facilitators to belonging in graduate health professions education to determine 
implications for occupational therapy education. A total of 202 studies were identified; 
70 remained after the title and abstract review and removal of duplicates. After reading 
the full text, 61 articles were removed due to their limited exploration of belonging or 
inability to answer the proposed research question regarding barriers and facilitators to 
belonging. The final sample of 9 articles provided information about barriers and 
facilitators to a sense of belonging across health professions (occupational therapy, 
physical therapy, & medicine) graduate education. Qualitative content analysis of these 
articles revealed three themes that contributed both barriers and facilitators to belonging 
in graduate health professions education: (1) environment, (2) relationships, and (3) 
personal factors. As the call to diversify the profession brings in a greater number of 
students from historically minoritized identities, it is essential that all students 
experience belonging in their academic programs to increase success in their education 
and, as a result, in their future healthcare professions. 
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Introduction 

The concept of belonging has been studied across a variety of disciplines including 
sociology, psychology, education, and healthcare. Due to the interdisciplinary nature of 
the topic, the context and definition of the term belonging is not established across the 
literature. Some disciplines view belonging as a passive experience while others refer to 
belonging as an active, engaging, event or series of events (Mahar et al., 2013). 
Recently Mahar et al. (2013) attempted to conceptualize the experience of belonging 
across healthcare disciplines to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the 
experience. Based on their synthesis of the literature, Mahar et al. (2013) 
operationalized belonging as “a personal feeling or perception of an individual as they 
relate to or interact with others, as a group, or a system” (p.1029). In an educational 
context, belonging is most often cited as being defined by Goodenow (1993) as “the 
extent to which students feel personally accepted, respected, included, and supported 
by others in the school social environment” (p. 80). Regardless of the definition, the 
benefits of experiencing a sense of belonging are highly supported in the literature. 
Primarily, feeling a sense of belonging is agreed to be an innate human need and is 
linked to improved health outcomes (Allen et al., 2021; Hale et al., 2005). Specifically, 
social connectedness as part of belonging is heavily supported in the literature as 
improving both the physical and mental health of individuals (Anant, 1966).  
 
Within educational contexts, experiencing a sense of belonging contributes to a 
student’s overall success. Individuals who self-report a high sense of belonging with 
their academic institution demonstrate increased levels of academic success, including 
attending more classes, increased appropriate behaviors, mental health, and self-
concept (Allen et al., 2018; Neel & Fuligni, 2013). Students who feel a sense of 
belonging also engage in fewer risky social behaviors and experience lower levels of 
emotional distress (Allen et al., 2018). Often addressed in educational literature is the 
concept of belonging uncertainty, which is defined as “the general concern about the 
quality of one’s social relationships in an academic setting” (Höhne & Zander, 2019, p. 
1). Belonging uncertainty is often associated with educational stereotypes (i.e., women 
are less successful in STEM fields), leading students to doubt their ability to fit in due to 
preconceived bias toward themselves and a self-fulfilling prophecy (Höhne & Zander, 
2019). Students from historically minoritized identities receive contextual cues that often 
disaffirm their sense of belonging. Instances of racial discrimination, micro or 
macroaggressions, and bias are common themes across the literature addressing the 
barriers to belonging for students from historically minoritized identities. Thus, academic 
institutions may be viewed as spaces where they must hide their association with 
certain identities to succeed, thereby reducing their sense of belonging (Cohen & 
Garcia, 2008; Cook et al., 2012). 
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Belonging in Occupational Therapy Education 
The occupational therapy profession has historically been dominated by White, middle-
class, and female identities. In recent years, members of the occupational therapy 
community have pushed to increase diversity in the profession, leading many 
occupational therapy programs to admit a greater number of diverse students and hire 
more diverse staff and faculty members (Brown et al., 2021). Despite this increase in 
the number of diverse individuals, occupational therapy programs often do not 
implement the necessary culture shift away from the White, middle-class ideals of the 
profession, resulting in spaces that do not include or foster belonging for all (Taff & 
Blash, 2017). Recently, researchers and policymakers within occupational therapy 
education have begun to push for greater diversity efforts that truly make a difference in 
the experiences of diverse students, consistent with the larger societal push for diversity 
and inclusion (Hammell, 2019). Yet, often ignored in the occupational therapy 
discussion about diversity and inclusion is the topic of belonging.  
 
One potential reason for the lack of research regarding sense of belonging in 
occupational therapy education could be that it is common to combine the concepts of 
belonging and inclusion. In educational research, the concept of belonging is often 
discussed in tandem with inclusion; in fact, there is no discussion about the difference 
between the two phenomena in the available literature (Kovač & Vaala, 2021). To 
differentiate between the two concepts, Power (2013) defined belonging as an 
individual’s feeling of acceptance, whereas inclusion is defined by the behaviors and 
culture of an organization. Belonging is essential to success in higher education and in 
students’ future professional careers (Holloway-Friesen, 2021). Thus, while the current 
climate of inclusion-related changes in occupational therapy education is a necessary 
step towards diversifying the profession, focusing on a sense of belonging may also be 
a critical component.  
 
The need for a sense of belonging has been rarely acknowledged and limitedly studied 
concerning changing inclusion practices, in graduate health professions and 
occupational therapy education. The emphasis of the present study is belonging, with a 
focus on keeping belonging separate from inclusion and other related concepts. 
Previous studies have included belonging in tandem with inclusion, muddling the results 
of the two topics. Thus, the aim of this study was to conduct a scoping review of the 
literature on graduate health professions education to provide a foundation regarding 
belonging and note implications for occupational therapy education. The research 
question guiding this scoping review was “what are the barriers and facilitators to 
belonging in graduate health professions education?”  

 
Methods 

The primary research team (comprised of the four co-authors) utilized Arksey and 
O’Malley’s (2005) approach and the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews 
and Meta-Analyses scoping review checklist to guide the methodology for this scoping 
review (PRISMA-ScR, Tricco et al., 2018). As per Peters et al., (2021), “the PRISMA-
ScR is …a complementary checklist to support comprehensive reporting of methods  
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and findings that can be used alongside other methodological guidance” (p.3); thus, the 
research team applied both frameworks. The PRISMA flow diagram for systematic 
reviews was included to provide transparency in the study selection process (Page et 
al., 2021). 
 
Stage 1: Identifying the Research Question 
The purpose of this review was to survey the graduate health professions literature to 
better understand the factors that support or undermine a sense of belonging within 
occupational therapy education. The research team identified the research question, 
“what are the barriers and facilitators to belonging in graduate health professions 
education?” to guide this investigation.  
 
Stage 2: Identifying Relevant Studies 
Due to a limited number of studies relating to the concept of belonging in occupational 
therapy education, it was necessary to utilize literature from other graduate-level health 
professions to inform the topic. To encompass multiple disciplines, the search terms 
included belonging OR belong OR sense of belonging AND occupational therapy 
education OR graduate medical education OR physical therapy. 
 
The data search included PubMed, EBSCOHost, Educational Resources Information 
Center (ERIC) and CINAHL. Topic-specific journals, including Journal of Occupational 
Therapy Education, American Journal of Occupational Therapy, Occupational Therapy 
International, Open Journal of Occupational Therapy, Academic Medicine, and Higher 
Education Studies were manually searched. 
 
Stage 3: Selecting the Studies 
Prior to selecting studies for review, the authors applied inclusion and exclusion criteria 
as follows. (1) must include graduate students from the identified graduate health 
professions education programs (graduate medical education, physical therapy, and 
occupational therapy); (2) must mention at least one of the following: belonging, sense 
of belonging, or belong; and (3) must have full text available. The authors excluded 
studies in occupational therapy that focused on belonging as part of an occupational 
experience (e.g., doing, being, becoming, and belonging), as this is belonging in a 
different context than student experiences with the feeling, or lack thereof (Wilcock & 
Hocking, 2015). Other exclusion criteria included addressing inclusion without belonging 
and exploring belonging in the context of non-healthcare graduate programs or 
undergraduate, elementary, or secondary education. After identifying potentially 
relevant studies, the authors reviewed each title and abstract independently for 
agreement with inclusion/exclusion criteria.  
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Stage 4: Charting the Data 
The four co-authors reviewed the full-text articles independently, extracted data from 
each study, and organized this information into an individual spreadsheet under 
headings suggested by Arskey and O’Malley (2005). Each co-author individually 
performed basic qualitative content analysis to read each article (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). 
During this process, they created open codes and generated category groups to answer 
the research question. After individual content analysis was complete, the co-authors 
met to discuss codes and categories to determine themes and subthemes, which were 
discussed until an agreement was reached. 

 
Results 

The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 
flow diagram was used to track search results and is provided below to bring 
transparency to the process of selecting the studies used in the review (see Figure 1). 
An initial search of CINAHL and PubMed databases identified 55 and 27 studies, 
respectively. In addition, targeted searches identified the following number of articles, 
Journal of Occupational Therapy Education (n=20), American Journal of Occupational 
Therapy (n=28), Open Journal of Occupational Therapy (n=21), Academic Medicine 
(n=39), Journal of Physical Therapy Education (n=2), Educational Resources 
Information Center (ERIC) (n=3), Higher Education Studies (n=7).  Across all searches, 
202 studies were identified; 70 remained after review of the title and abstract and 
removal of duplicates. After reading the full text, we removed 61 articles due to their 
limited exploration of belonging, inability to answer the proposed research question 
regarding barriers and facilitators to belonging, or a focus on a population other than 
graduate health professions students.  
 
The final sample of 9 articles provided information about belonging barriers and 
facilitators across health professions (occupational therapy, physical therapy, & 
medicine) graduate education. Qualitative context analysis of these articles revealed the 
following themes that contributed both barriers and facilitators to belonging in graduate 
health professions education: (1) environment, (2) relationships, and (3) personal 
factors. 
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Figure 1 
 
PRISMA Flow Diagram for Scoping Reviews 
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Table 2 
 
Included Studies 
 

Authors Aim of Study 

Berg-Poppe et al., 2017 Examination of the relationships between 
belonging and perceived clinical 
competence in occupational therapy and 
physical therapy students. 
 

Bonney et al., 2014 Exploration of belonging for medical 
students engaging in a longitudinal 
integrated clerkship. 
 

Clifton & Taff, 2021 Illustration of the Facilitating Occupational 
Performance on Campus: Uplifting 
Underrepresented Students (FOCUUS) 
model to support students from ethnic 
minorities in occupational therapy 
education. 
 

Gold et al., 2019 Determine effectiveness of reflection 
groups for medical students in creating 
social connectedness and professional 
identity.  
 

Haggins, 2020 Commentary on current experiences of 
suggestions for improvement of sense of 
belonging among women physicians. 
 

Phillips, 2013 Commentary on the hidden curriculum 
within medical education regarding 
belonging and inclusion. 
 

Strayhorn, 2020 Investigation of the role of race and racism 
on sense of belonging for Black medical 
students. 
 

Taff & Clifton, 2022 Scoping review of the context, barriers, and 
facilitators to inclusion and belonging in 
higher education. 
 

Wang et al., 2020 Examined the role of belonging in anxiety 
and depression symptoms for medical 
residents. 
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Characteristics of Sources of Evidence 
Of the nine articles included in the scoping review, all of the targeted health professions 
were represented; the final list included one physical therapy education, three 
occupational therapy education, and five medical education studies. Publication dates 
ranged from 2013 to 2022 with 55% (n=5) of articles published since 2020. Two articles 
were opinion pieces in peer-reviewed journals while the remaining seven articles were 
peer-reviewed research including qualitative interviews and surveys (n=5), scoping 
reviews (n=1), and the development of a practice model (n=1).  See Table 2 for more 
information on all included studies. 
 
Environment  
Researchers identified environment as one contributing factor to belonging. Within the 
theme of environment were the sub-themes of physical space and institutional culture 
and climate. When regarding the physical space of an institution, many factors 
contributed to or detracted from a sense of belonging including décor, access to space, 
and geographic location. Several studies noted that students felt the least amount of 
belonging when they felt unwelcomed in a space because of a limited representation of 
their identities in the pictures on the wall. Other cues from the physical space that evoke 
feelings of unbelonging include a lack of inclusive signage or pictures that only 
represent one type of identity and whether the space is accessible to all people (Clifton 
& Taff, 2021; Haggins, 2020; Phillips, 2013; Taff & Clifton, 2022). Institutional culture 
and climate, which includes the values of the institution, governing policies and 
procedures, daily practices, and historic representations of the institution, was noted as 
a barrier to and facilitator of belonging. Institutional culture was considered a facilitator 
when the values of the institution matched that of the student and a barrier when it 
contradicted them (Clifton & Taff, 2021; Haggins, 2020; Phillips, 2013; Strayhorn, 2020; 
Taff & Clifton, 2022; Wang et al., 2020). Included under institutional climate were the 
larger geographic, systematic and societal factors that affect the overall climate 
including culture of the geographic area. The institution’s position within the larger 
healthcare and education systems and prevailing societal opinions being mirrored in 
academic institutions as a mini microcosm of society were some examples provided 
(Clifton & Taff, 2021; Haggins, 2020; Phillips, 2013; Strayhorn, 2020; Taff & Clifton, 
2022; Wang et al., 2020). 
 
Relationships 
Present in almost every article reviewed (8/9) was the importance of relationships to 
belonging. The authors further divided the theme of relationships into two sub-themes of 
faculty-to-student relationships and peer-to-peer student relationships. Faculty-to-
student relationships were noted in terms of the creation and benefit of mentorship as a 
means to combat imposter syndrome (defined as the feeling that one has not earned 
their own achievements), reduce power dynamics; increase feelings of being accepted 
into the education community and the profession; and broaden opportunity for diverse 
viewpoints (Berg-Poppe et al., 2017; Bonney et al., 2014; Clifton & Taff, 2021; Gold et 
al., 2019; Haggins, 2020; Strayhorn, 2020; Taff & Clifton, 2022; Wang et al., 2020). 
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Also discussed was the impact that microaggressions, bias, and lack of acceptance 
within academic communities had on sense of belonging, with students from historically 
minoritized identities feeling the greatest impact of these experiences (Bonney et al., 
2014; Clifton & Taff, 2021; Haggins, 2020; Strayhorn, 2020; Taff & Clifton, 2022; Wang 
et al., 2020). Positive faculty-to-student relationships are an important facilitator of a 
sense of belonging, especially when the student can find a faculty member that matches 
their identities, which has the potential to bolster student success in the classroom as 
well as in their future career (Bonney et al., 2014; Clifton & Taff, 2021; Haggins, 2020; 
Strayhorn, 2020; Taff & Clifton, 2022; Wang et al., 2020). Trainings related to the 
concept of belonging and the experiences of historically minoritized identities effectively 
prepare faculty members to build positive relationships with these students, especially 
through mentoring interactions (Haggins, 2020; Strayhorn, 2020). 
 
Having positive peer-to-peer relationships was widely noted in the literature as a major 
facilitator to the development of a sense of belonging. Fostering positive relationships 
with other students decreases loneliness, increases mental health, creates a teamwork 
mentality, reduces imposter syndrome, and improves learning outcomes (Berg-Poppe et 
al., 2017; Bonney et al., 2014; Clifton & Taff, 2021; Gold et al., 2019; Taff & Clifton, 
2022; Wang et al., 2020). Interventions in the available literature focused on creating 
peer relationships through both physical and digital means. These initiatives were 
effective at increasing belonging (e.g., creation of student groups, peer-to-peer 
mentoring, and online communication platforms; Berg-Poppe et al., 2017; Bonney et al., 
2014). Experiences with students outside of the academic environment also influenced 
whether a student felt they belonged at the institution, with social connections made off-
campus spilling over into academic peer-to-peer relationships (Bonney et al., 2014; Taff 
& Clifton, 2022). 
 
Personal Traits 
Finally, the authors classified a variety of individual characteristics of the students into 
the category of personal traits. Sub themes under personal traits include student 
perceptions of belonging and of their academic ability, student perceptions of their 
ability to belong in a space, the opinions of faculty and peers, and how their identities 
will be received in a space were addressed in 6/9 articles (Clifton & Taff, 2021; Haggins, 
2020; Strayhorn, 2020; Taff & Clifton, 2022; Wang et al., 2020).  
 
Students bring with them the sum of their identity-related experiences, which can 
heavily influence their future belonging. Students from historically minoritized identities 
are often hyperaware of their surroundings. Thus, when they perceive that stereotypes 
associated with their identities and their previous experiences are not accepted in 
certain professions or academic institutions, this hyperawareness fuels a self-fulfilling 
prophecy. In a cycle which damages perceptions of belonging, students are 
predisposed to identify the cues that signal lack of belonging and therefore seek out 
exemplars to confirm that they do not belong (Strayhorn, 2020).   
 
 

9Tyminski et al.: Belonging in Graduate Health Professions Education: A Scoping Review

Published by Encompass, 2023



A student’s perceived academic ability to succeed in their program and profession is 
linked to their perception of belonging. Students are readily aware of faculty, staff, and 
other students’ judgements regarding their overall educational capabilities, including use 
of skills (i.e., time management, grit, and growth mindset) that lead to success. 
Additionally, experiences that cultivate shame, fear, and anxiety in students can 
negatively affect their ability, or perceived capability, to succeed in educational 
endeavors. Thus, experiences within the academic institution in the classroom or in 
social interactions can serve to either mitigate or confirm a student’s perceived ability to 
succeed (Haggins, 2020; Strayhorn, 2020; Taff & Clifton, 2022; Wang et al., 2020). 
   

Discussion 
The findings of this scoping review are consistent with the larger body of knowledge 
around belonging in higher education at the graduate and undergraduate level. The 
literature outside of graduate health professions education also broadly explores social 
relationships and experiences outside of the classroom, student-educator relationships, 
and students’ feelings about their academic ability as important aspects of belonging 
(Allen et al., 2018). Students’ relationships with their peers and faculty serve a primary 
role in the creation of a community within a graduate school, fostering mutual respect 
for all and facilitating personal growth (Goodenow, 1993). Peer engagement can take a 
variety of forms, including day-to-day interactions with peers, creating friendships, and 
finding peers with similar identities (Pesonen et al., 2020). Student-educator 
relationships encompass inclusive teaching practices, mentoring, and connecting with 
faculty through both formal mentorship and informal conversation (Walton & Brady, 
2017). Several studies have noted the importance of supportive faculty relationships on 
student’s sense of belonging (Pascale, 2018; Rosenthal et al., 2013; Strayhorn, 2020; 
Walton & Brady, 2017; Walton & Cohen, 2007). Interventions to increase belonging note 
the need for faculty to provide mentorship, create an entry point into a professional 
network, and cultivate classroom respect (Pesonen et al., 2020).  
 
In addition to the creation of a supportive community atmosphere, the students' sense of 
fit and general feelings about the space weigh greatly on their overall sense of 
belonging (Hagerty & Patusky, 1995). Walton and Brady (2017) postulated that 
belonging is comprised of an individual’s feelings of fit between sense of self and the 
context of an institution. Researchers found that students from lower socioeconomic 
statuses (SES) reported using less campus spaces, including iconic spaces or “public 
spaces that are symbolic of group identity, that are widely recognized as representing a 
group’s identity, its attributes, values, and history” (Trawalter et al., 2021, p. 133). This 
restricted use of public space by students from low SES undermines a sense of 
belonging. Access to public spaces can provide to access to other resources, such as 
writing centers, tutors, and electronics which results in increased academic capabilities 
(Trawalter et al., 2021).  
 
Belonging becomes particularly important for students from historically minoritized 
identities who have been conditioned to question their sense of fit with organizations in 
which they have been historically minoritized, an experience described in the literature 
belonging uncertainty (Holloway-Friesen, 2021; Strayhorn, 2018). Research 
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demonstrates that identities that have been historically minoritized (i.e., women, 
LGBTQ+ individuals and persons of color) experience daily assaults to their identity that 
result in a continued cycle of anticipating threats and utilizing strategies to resist threats 
results in limited emotional and physical resource to apply to academic tasks resulting in 
decreased academic success (Fisher et al., 2019; Ostrove et al., 2011).    

 
Finally, students’ perceptions regarding their ability and skills in academic arenas is 
directly linked to a sense of belonging and is often improved or exacerbated by their 
relationship with mentors and faculty members (Curtin et al., 2013). Evidence suggests 
that if an individual feels that they have a sense of purpose within a place and provide 
valued contributions, the social component may not always be necessary (Walton & 
Brady, 2017; Walton & Cohen, 2007). This feeling of being valued within or contributing 
meaningfully to one’s institution can be considered in higher education as an individual’s 
academic ability or capability. Confidence in one’s ability to be successful in an 
educational context combined with academic support leads to student 
feelings/perceptions of capability in the higher education environment. The concept of 
capability is deeply entwined with a student’s identity formation as a product of past 
educational experiences, family perceptions, and internalized societal stigma (Burke et 
al., 2016).  

 
Implications for Occupational Therapy Education 

Currently, the literature exploring the concept of belonging in occupational therapy 
education and the impact that a sense of belonging has on the course of a student’s 
occupational therapy career is lacking. The concept of belonging throughout the 
occupational therapy literature is defined as “the development of relationships with 
family, friends, organizations, or communities as people engage in occupations 
alongside—or for the benefit of—others” (Martin et al., 2020, p.2), and is mostly focused 
on the discussion of belonging on recovery from chronic illness or in relation of the 
occupational experience of doing, being, becoming, belonging (Wilcock, 1999). As 
presented in this paper, belonging to one’s academic institution can increase health, 
student academic success, and affect one’s future career trajectory. The call to diversify 
the profession brings in greater number of students and future occupational therapy 
practitioners from historically minoritized identities; thus, it is crucial that occupational 
therapy programs take the necessary steps to ensure that these students experience 
belonging. 
 
Essential to belonging is the need to create spaces in which students view their 
identities as welcomed (Walton & Brady, 2017). Occupational therapy education must 
engage in a process of evaluating our educational spaces to be representative of and 
accessible to all. This includes avoiding tokenization in our advertising, displaying 
artwork and signage that includes all identities (e.g., gender neutral restroom signs), 
and ensuring that all students feel they can use the space equally (Haggins, 2020; 
Pesonen et al., 2020). Inaccessible teaching practices can decrease student belonging 
by creating feelings that students do not “fit” within the classroom environment 
(Pesonen et al., 2020). Thus, students and administrators should evaluate all faculty 
teaching regularly to ensure principals of inclusive classroom education are in use. 
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Occupational therapy programs should create committees or task groups to redesign 
program policies and procedures that aim to increase student’s perceptions of 
belonging rather than disaffirm them (Burke et al., 2016). While most institutions are not 
able to change their larger geographic area, being cognizant of and vocal about the 
challenges students may encounter living in the area can provide a communal 
experience. In addition, assisting students in locating and utilizing available resources 
for outside of the academic institution (e.g., local LGBTQ+ events and organizations) 
can create belonging within the larger geographic context.  
 
To increase student feelings of belonging, occupational therapy education programs 
should focus on the importance of concerted socialization and relationship building, both 
among peers and between students and faculty. The creation of strong student-
educator relationships, in which educators check their bias and judgement, that serve to 
encourage and support students may address both social and mental/emotional barriers 
to belonging (Walton & Cohen, 2007). Beyond simply creating peer-based or faculty-to-
student mentorship programs, academic institutions should provide guidance to faculty 
on how to mentor students with a focus on students from historically minoritized 
identities and mitigating the student-faculty power differential (Godbee & Novotny, 2013; 
Halloway-Friesen, 2021; Strayhorn, 2020). When students experience low sense of 
belonging within academic contexts, they are less likely to return to academic 
institutions in faculty roles, resulting in few mentors and role models for 
underrepresented minority (URM) students within faculty roles (Ostrove et al., 2011).  
Further, students from URM groups attain fewer publications than the majority, resulting 
in difficulty gaining a faculty position (Fisher et al., 2019). Thus, to increase diverse 
representation of faculty at institutions, students must have opportunities to engage with 
research. Allowing students to be co-authors in publications and providing structured 
guidance for engaging in research can counteract student’s preconceived notions of not 
expecting to belong and increase belonging so students may be willing to return to the 
institution to take on a faculty role in the future (Fisher et al., 2019).  
 
To support positive peer-to-peer relationships, all students should be trained in 
addressing biases and microaggressions. Present research available on bias in higher 
education notes that nearly half of students reported an experience of bias in the 
classroom within a singular school year (Boysen et al., 2009). Many academic 
institutions have undertaken measures to address student bias through educational 
workshops and interventions. Engberg (2004) attempted to explore the effects of such 
programs comparing the effect of four different interventions (multicultural courses, 
diversity training, peer-facilitated training, and a service project) finding such programs 
to provide benefit at reducing bias. For these programs to succeed, each type requires 
both a commitment from both the academic institution to dedicate resources (time, 
funding, faculty, etc.) and the student to be engaged in the process. If academic 
institutions are truly dedicated to their missions of increasing diversity of historically 
minoritized identities, then these commitments are a necessary step towards change.  
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As bias reduction programs provide greater benefit to White students than to students 
who identify as Black, indigenous or persons of color (BIPOC), encouraging student 
participation in affinity groups may be beneficial in creating communities where BIPOC 
students can engage with those of similar identities (Walton & Cohen, 2007). 
Recognition that student-peer relations outside of the classroom context can affect their 
sense of belonging within the program may necessitate guiding students in addressing 
interpersonal conflicts.  
 
More research on belonging in occupational therapy education is necessary. Future 
studies should focus on exploring belonging within occupational therapy graduate 
education to determine how it may differ from the existing research on higher education 
and graduate health professions education. Ideally, these investigations would follow 
cohorts of students over time to explore how, and to what extent, belonging changes 
and what factors lead to such changes. Finally, future research should strive to fill the 
need for an overarching theory of belonging in education. It is not clear yet if theories of 
belonging in occupational therapy, which are related to the experience of chronic illness, 
can be applied to educational context, nor if theories regarding the human need to 
belong are sufficient to describe the experience of belonging in occupational therapy 
education. Studies that illuminate occupational therapy students’ experiences with 
belonging should be carefully designed and conducted within singular and across 
multiple occupational therapy professional programs.  
 
Limitations 
Limitations of the present study are similar to those of other scoping reviews in that the 
authors are limited to what is known about the subject (Chang, 2018). In addition, 
despite rigorous methods (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005), it is possible that some pertinent 
articles were not included. The authors’ biases regarding the subject of belonging may 
have also impacted the results. In addition, due to the nature of a scoping review the 
level of evidence of the articles was not evaluated thus no conclusions can be made 
about the rigor of the studies included. Finally, it is necessary to recognize that 
belonging is a subjective experience and while attempts to generalize the concept have 
been made solutions presented may not be enough to provide a sense of belonging for 
all individuals. 

 
Conclusion 

The literature on belonging consistently acknowledges that the feeling is an innate 
human need, and the presence or absence of belonging has appreciable consequences 
on health and well-being.  Broadly defined as an individual’s sense of relationships with 
others and fit within the context of an organization, institution or community, the concept 
of belonging has been explored collaboratively with inclusion making defining belonging 
concepts alone difficult. Within higher education, the literature on belonging focuses 
across three domains: socialization, context, and academic capabilities. Each domain 
appears individually to affect a student’s sense of belonging and can have a more 
drastic impact on students from historically minoritized identities due to belonging 
uncertainty. The evidence explored in this study brought to light the unique needs of 
belonging that are often under addressed in higher education. The higher education 

13Tyminski et al.: Belonging in Graduate Health Professions Education: A Scoping Review

Published by Encompass, 2023



community has identified an increased push for diversity as a major objective in the 
coming years, yet without implementation of interventions designed to address 
belonging for the historically minoritized individuals that are entering our academic 
institutions, higher education may continue our historic failure of minoritized populations. 
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