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Belonging

We asked young people: 
What does the word ‘belonging’ mean to you & what helps you to feel like you belong?
This report is based on feedback gathered in March 2026 as part of the countywide Share Zone meetings in Essex. These meetings included 430 young people between the ages of 5 and 18 across all districts in Essex.
What children told us
Children told us that belonging is less about policies and more about everyday experiences. Common examples included:
· being part of a club or team – both during and after the school day
· positive friendships, where you can share your interests
· adults greeting you at the school gates, at classroom doors and in corridors
· having people who believe in you 
· adults knowing your name and talking about your passions and interests with you
Four Foundations of Belonging
The young people's feedback can be grouped into four foundations of belonging:

1. Being seen and valued
2. Being included and accepted
3. Being connected through shared experiences
4. Feeling safe and secure

At the end of each foundation, there are a couple of questions you may want to discuss with your school council.

1. Being Seen and Valued
Many young people described the importance of feeling noticed, welcomed and appreciated by the adults and friends around them.
· Welcomed 
Young people spoke glowingly about seeing staff on the gates, at classroom doors and in corridors throughout the school day who made them feel welcome. Feeling welcomed into a setting was identified as an important part of belonging.
· Known and Liked
One of the strongest themes was the importance of positive relationships with those around them. Young people's feedback on relationships did not just relate to school, but also to home and their communities. What supported these relationships most were things like adults knowing their names, understanding their interests and being able to talk with them about things that mattered to them. Young people felt that, with stronger relationships, their chances of feeling like they belonged increased dramatically. Quite simply, young people also spoke about being liked by both their peers and the adults supporting them.
· Loved
Love was mentioned on many occasions as another factor that improved a sense of belonging. Family was strongly connected to this. We spoke with young people who spoke glowingly about relationships with members of their family and how this support network made it easier to belong outside the home.
· Believed in
A clear comment in relation to boosting self-esteem was having people who believe in you. This could be anyone within a young person's life. When people believe in you, young people said it is much easier to feel as if you belong somewhere.
· Valued
Having a sense that you have a place and purpose in the world was also mentioned a number of times across districts in Essex. School was identified as a place where this sense of purpose can be grown and nurtured when it feels like the right place to be yourself.
Challenges to feeling seen and valued
Not all young people had these experiences. Some spoke about not being spoken to at all during a school day and staff not knowing their names. Other young people also gave another perspective, explaining that if they were not feeling love within their lives, this made it harder to belong.
	Questions for your school council
· What helps pupils feel noticed and valued in our school?
· How do adults welcome pupils and show they know pupils as individuals?
· Are there times when pupils feel invisible or overlooked?



2. Being Included and Accepted
Young people frequently spoke about the importance of being able to take part, feel accepted and be themselves.
· Inclusion
Feeling included was a key part of belonging. Young people linked this to being welcomed, accessing clubs and activities, and having friends.
· Equality
Young people spoke about equality and making sure things were fair for everyone attending school.
· Being yourself
There were many comments about having the confidence to be who you want to be and to express yourself. This linked closely to schools having inclusive clubs and opportunities that young people could genuinely connect with. When young people felt able to be themselves, this significantly increased their sense of belonging.
· Friendships and Involvement
Friendships play a key role in helping young people feel like they belong. Friendships help young people feel involved in activities and experiences and strengthen their sense of belonging.
Challenges to feeling included and accepted
Young people also recognised that without friendships it can feel difficult to feel involved or included. This could leave some young people feeling on the edges of school life.
	Questions for your school council
· Do all pupils feel they can be themselves here?
· Are there any groups of pupils who might feel left out?
· What helps people feel included in school life?



3. Being Connected Through Shared Experiences
Shared interests, friendships and community activities were some of the strongest contributors to belonging.
· Clubs and shared interests
Many young people spoke positively about being part of a club or team. School clubs, whether during the day or after school, were frequently mentioned as helping young people feel like they belong. Football was the club most often identified as creating a sense of belonging. Clubs were valued because they gave young people opportunities to share interests with others and build connections around common passions.
· Friendships
Friendships were one of the most important contributors to belonging. Positive friendships gave young people opportunities to share interests and discover things they had in common with others. Young people also spoke about the support they received from friends and how this helped them feel happy. Friendships gave young people an opportunity to talk to one another and reinforced feelings of inclusion, support and connection.
· Community
Many young people described feeling like an active part of their community. Often this was because of the people around them and those they felt accepted by or connected with. Inclusive clubs again played an important role in helping young people feel part of their community.
· Things that connect us
Young people also spoke about how their possessions and the things they own can contribute to belonging. Sometimes possessions connected them to family members because they had purchased something together. Others spoke about feeling proud of what they owned and how these possessions helped them connect with others while expressing who they were.
Challenges to feeling connected
Young people recognised that clubs and activities only work well when everyone feels welcomed into them, regardless of their needs.
Some young people spoke about the pressures of fitting in, particularly within school. Others explained that without friendships it can be difficult to feel involved in things.
There were also conversations about a lack of accessibility in some places, which prevented young people from fully participating in their communities. Other young people spoke about a lack of clubs or activities in their local area, which impacted them negatively.
We also reflected on the fact that some young people did not feel they had any possessions or things they could call their own and how this may affect their overall sense of belonging.
	Questions for your school council

· Do pupils have enough opportunities to find others with similar interests?
· Are our clubs and activities welcoming to everyone?
· What new activities would help more pupils feel connected?



4. Feeling Safe and Secure
Young people highlighted that belonging is much easier when they feel emotionally and physically safe.
· Safety and security
Young people described how belonging depends on feeling emotionally and physically safe. Safety featured strongly as a factor that helped young people feel they belonged.
· Comfort and security
For some young people, personal possessions helped create a sense of safety and comfort. Examples included keeping a bag around their waist, having a cuddly toy or keeping a fidget or focus toy close to them.
· Strong family connections
Young people frequently described the importance of loving and supportive relationships. Strong family connections helped create feelings of security and belonging, making it easier to feel connected in other areas of life.
Challenges to feeling safe and secure
Young people identified bullying as one of the main barriers to feeling safe and belonging. Having clear policies and procedures to deal with bullying quickly was recommended as an important intervention.
Some young people also shared that when they were not feeling love within their lives, it became harder to belong. This highlights the important role that relationships can play in schools, particularly for young people who may not have strong relationships elsewhere in their lives. It is therefore crucial that we have some understanding of young people's lives beyond the school gates.
	Questions for your school council
· What makes pupils feel safe at school?
· Are there places or times when pupils feel less safe?
· What helps pupils feel comfortable being themselves?



Final reflections
Across Essex, young people described belonging as feeling known, included, connected and safe. 
While these experiences may look different for each young person, the message was consistent: belonging grows through everyday relationships, opportunities to participate, and environments where people feel accepted for who they are.
We hope the young people’s thoughts prompt interesting discussions with the young people in your school and help you explore what belonging means in your community. For feedback, questions or further information please contact: MSC@Essex.gov.uk
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