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This study examined the relationship of a sense of belongingness with forgiveness and 
gratitude among Muslim students and the mediating role of a collectivistic orienta-
tion. We also studied the moderating role of religiosity/spirituality between a sense of 
belonging and collectivism. Using publicly available data, quantitative responses about 
values collected from students in secondary schools and higher education institutions (n = 
13,023) of 15 countries with majority Muslim populations were analyzed using SPSS 
and SmartPLS. The findings reveal that a sense of belonging is positively linked with 
forgiveness and gratitude, and that collectivism mediates both relationships. However, 
the moderating role of religiosity between sense of belonging and collectivism is not in 
accord with our prediction. Policy implications and future direction are discussed. 
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An integral part of human well-being and development is to feel a 
sense of belonging, that is, to feel connected, to feel part of some-
thing, to feel one fits into an environment or group and can identify 
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with values, ideas, and roles (Maslow, 1943). In recent times, educational 
researchers have investigated how a sense of belonging at school affects 
students in multifaceted ways (Allen et al., 2018). Yet no studies have 
explored this construct and its outcomes in Muslim societies. This research 
paper attempts to fill this gap by presenting findings from a quantitative 
study conducted by the International Institute of Islamic Thought in which 
data were collected in fifteen Muslim-majority societies with a focus on 
students in secondary schools and higher education (Nasser, et al., 2020). 

The study results point out the importance of values, such as the sense 
of belonging, forgiveness, and gratitude and ways they increase individual 
and social responsibility, but the question remains how do these values link 
together (Nasser et al., 2019)? Researchers have studied sense of belonging 
and classroom collaboration (Frey, 2019) and its relationship to life satisfac-
tion (Zhang, et al., 2021). In this research, we seek to extend the current 
literature by associating sense of belonging with forgiveness and gratitude 
among Muslim students.

McCullough (2008), using an evolutionary functional approach to 
forgiveness, suggests that a sense of belonging in an offender is associated 
with forgiveness and gratitude across cultures. Hofstede’s (1980) research 
on cultural dimensions, in particular collectivism and individualism, has 
received considerable attention among a wide range of researchers (Singelis 
et al., 1995). According to Hofstede (1980), individualism is focused on 
individual independence, while the underlying supposition of collectiv-
ism is that people are interrelated and entrenched in mutually dependent 
social relationships. In Muslim societies, people are encouraged to find a 
meaningful position in social networks, emphasizing social bonding and 
adjustment. This leads them to be more communal and accommodating 
of others.  People who tend to have collectivist views are more caring, 
forgiving, and cooperative (Solomon et al., 1996). Collectivist societies 
centralize common values such as well-being and forgiveness and common 
goals (Shulruf et al., 2007; Oyserman et al., 2002). We therefore suggest 
that cultural differences such as collectivism may act as a bridge between 
a sense of belonging and forgiveness and gratitude as suggested in previ-
ous research in Western countries (Kane, et al., 2021; Hook et al., 2009).

For many individuals, religion is a central part of their lives. Religion 
is vital to understand individuals and cultures, and is innately cultural 
(Cohen, 2015; Mansori et al., 2020). The relationship between belonging-
ness, religious attitude, and cultural orientation such as individualism/ 
collectivism is an important discussion that has not been previously explored  
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(Oumlil & Balloun, 2017; Ahmadi et al., 2013). Belongingness has an 
impact on an individual’s values and behavior, e.g. collective well-being 
(Bhuian et al., 2018), but this relationship may become stronger for indi-
viduals who have religious/spiritual orientation because it allows adherents 
to enhance self-esteem by developing a close relationship with all others. 

Religion is a sociocultural factor that explains differences in the values 
and behaviors of individuals, and religiosity is positively related to collec-
tivist values (Cukur et al., 2004). All religions promote unity, harmony, 
and collective good and well-being. Therefore, religious/spiritual people 
are most likely to pay a price to improve collective welfare (Olivola et al., 
2020). Islam as a religion is a complete code of life, and it guides all aspects 
of human life—individual and social, economic and political, material and 
ethical, cultural and legal. The goals of Islamic educational institutions 
include the social, emotional, academic, and spiritual development of stu-
dents (Nuriman & Fauzan, 2017). It is therefore imperative to understand 
whether and how a sense of belonging fosters other values among Muslim 
students, and it would be assumed that a high level of religiosity/spirituality 
would strengthen the relationship between belongingness and collectivism 
among Muslim students. 

Our research study makes several contributions to the growing knowl-
edge of values ​​and competencies among Muslim students. Using the theory 
of need for belonging, the study reveals a potential antecedent in the sense 
of belonging as a predicter of values ​​such as forgiveness and gratitude 
among Muslim students. Second, it focuses on the indirect effect of the 
sense of belonging on Muslim student values ​​such as forgiveness and 
gratitude by examining collectivism as a mediating mechanism. Third, the 
study examines the moderating role of religiosity between sense of belong-
ing and collectivism. We finish by offering recommendations to schools 
and institutions to improve their student and teacher recruitment, training, 
and development processes using these values.

Defining Sense of Belonging, Forgiveness, and Gratitude

According to Macmillan and Chavis (1986), sense of belonging is 
defined as “the human emotional need to associate with and be accepted 
by group members” (p. 9). It includes the need to belong to a particular 
group or team at school or work, to be socially accepted, or to become part 
of any religious group. According to the need to belong theory given by 
Baumeister and Leary (1995), people have a basic need to be connected to 
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others (i.e., not derived from other motives) that is vital for well-being and 
psychological health. Therefore, the need to belong has significant emo-
tional effects, directs mental functioning, guides behavior, is active under 
all but the mainly unfavorable conditions, relates to people of all cultures, 
and is linked with negative psychological and physical outcomes when it is 
not met. The claim that people have a basic need for a sense of belonging 
provides not only a unifying theme for much of the social psychological 
literature up to now, but it also has stimulated new research directions 
and ways of conceptualizing established constructs (Leary et al., 1995). 
Hughes (1993) defined forgiveness as letting go of angry thoughts and 
feelings toward others who have hurt you and replacing them with positive 
thoughts and feelings. According to Richman and Leary (2009), forgive-
ness can be a way of restoring closeness in a world in which establishing 
new social ties is not always easy or possible. In light of the above reason, it 
seems probable to expect a positive linkage between the belongingness and 
forgiveness, i.e., students who have a strong need to belong are more likely 
to extend forgiveness to wrongdoers than those whose need to belong is 
less strong. This point is not very dissimilar from the hypotheses proposed 
by researchers who have studied the impact of social exclusion on violence. 
Based upon the need to belong theory, these researchers have argued that 
social exclusion must direct to compensatory behaviors aimed at attaining 
social acceptance (Twenge et al., 2007; Leary, et al., 2006; DeWall et al., 
2009). Hence, based on the above, the following can be hypothesized:

Sense Of Belonging Has A Significant and Positive Impact on  
Forgiveness Among Muslim Students.

Gratitude is “a general tendency to recognize and respond with grateful 
emotions to the role of the benevolence of others in one’s positive experi-
ences and outcomes” (McCullough et al., 2002, p. 112). Evidence has shown 
that individuals with a greater sense of belonging display a stronger sense of 
empathy (Locklear, et al., 2022). So, we can say that students who have strong 
sense of belongingness may have fewer behavioral problems and a positive 
attitude toward others. Findings by Kleiman and colleagues also suggest that 
college students who can settle for the good and persevere with the bad are 
likely to develop a stronger sense of gratitude in their lives (Kleiman, et al., 
2013). College students in Canada and the United States who demonstrated 
a stronger sense of belonging also showed stronger positive effect (Hill, et 
al., 2016). On the basis of the above arguments, it is therefore assumed that:

Sense of belonging has a significant and positive impact on gratitude 
among Muslim students.
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Sense of Belonging and Collectivism

Hofstede’s (1980) theory of cultural dimensions is a framework used 
to understand differences in culture between countries. It states that 
collectivism means people are interrelated and rooted in interdependent 
social relationships. Practices emphasizing belongingness and collabora-
tion over competition have also been associated with better peer relation-
ships (Slavin, 2015; Osterman, 2000), and this pattern was found to hold 
across countries (Roseth et al., 2008). Following the social interdependence 
model and need to belong theory to explain the positive impact of a sense 
of belonging on cooperation and well-being (Slavin, 2015; Johnson et al., 
2008), it is a sense of cohesion that creates a more conducive atmosphere for 
learning that facilitates its positive impact. This atmosphere depends more 
on students’ understanding of—and preference for—collaboration than on 
the level of actual collaboration observed in the classroom. In line with 
this conceptual understanding, a research study of Iranian, German, and 
Canadian students showed that all preferred cooperative learning environ-
ments and collectivism over competition, and they all also showed superior 
performance in a cooperative atmosphere (Huber et al., 1992). So, we can 
say that students have a need for belongingness that emphasizes interde-
pendence, harmony, social connectedness, in-group goals, and collective 
well-being. On the basis of the above arguments, it is hypothesized that:

Sense of belonging significantly and positively affects collectivism 
among Muslim students.

Collectivism, Forgiveness, and Gratitude

Collectivist worldviews interpret the self as socially entrenched and 
emphasize collective well-being, norms, and relationships. Accordingly, 
in collectivistic societies forgiveness and gratitude may primarily be con-
ceptualized as interpersonal constructs (Joshanloo, et al., 2021; Ho, 1993; 
Markus & Kitamaya, 1991). In contrast, individualistic worldviews see the 
self as independent and self-reflective and emphasize personal well-being 
and personal responsibility. Consequently, in individualistic cultures, for-
giveness and gratitude may be conceived mainly as intrapersonal constructs 
(Hsu, 1985; Markus & Kitamaya, 1991). In a collectivist society, good rela-
tionships with group members are highly appreciated, and forgiveness and 
gratitude can be seen as the most precious skills for upholding group har-
mony (Suwartono, et al., 2007). Giving and receiving help is an expected 
part of everyday life for members of collectivistic cultures, rather than 
an uplifting surprise, as it can be for members of individualistic cultures 
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(Lilian et al., 2020). On the basis of the above arguments, therefore, it is 
hypothesized that:

Collectivism significantly and positively affects forgiveness and 
gratitude among Muslim students.

Mediating Role of Collectivism Between Sense of Belonging, Gratitude, 
and Forgiveness

Based upon the hypotheses referred to above, we further argue that 
individual level cultural values ​​of individualism versus collectivism play a 
mediating role in the association between a sense of belonging, forgive-
ness, and gratitude among Muslim students. Many studies have shown a 
relationship between a sense of belonging, empathy, and a range of mea-
sures of forgiveness. Researchers have found that all major world cultures 
have structures that promote forgiveness (Tsang, et al., 2005; McCullough 
& Worthington, 1999). To maintain harmony in relationships with  
in-group others requires a higher sensitivity to interpersonal contextual 
cues, including concerns for belongingness and dependence, which further 
leads to collectiveness. Collectively oriented individuals tend to have a 
higher motivation to be compassionate, empathetic, forgiving, and car-
ing (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Fiske (2002) recommended thinking of 
individualism and collectivism not as culture per se, but as mediators in 
research analyses. On the basis of the above arguments, it is hypothesized 
that:

Collectivism mediates the relationship between a sense of belonging 
and forgiveness among Muslim students.
Collectivism mediates the relationship between a sense of belonging 
and gratitude among Muslim students.

Moderating Role of Religiosity Between Sense of Belonging and Collectivism 

Religiosity is considered a significant socio-cultural antecedent in pre-
dicting individual differences in a variety of aspects of values and behaviors 
(e.g., Villani, et al., 2019; Gorsuch, 1988). Most religions promote certain 
values, norms, ​​and attitudes, which result in links between individualism-
collectivism and other cultural constructs. For instance, significant rela-
tionships have been found between religiosity, political ideology (Duriez  
et al., 2002), prejudice (Billiet, 1995) and identity formation (Youniss, et al.,  
1999). Empirical explorations of the linkage between religiosity and 
individualism-collectivism are rare. However, many scholars and politi-
cal philosophers of the twentieth century recognized the relationships  



Impact of Sense of Belonging on Forgiveness and  Gratitude among Muslim Students  ·  Shahzad & Shafi� 53

between these constructs. Sampson (2000) suggested that individualism-
collectivism can be embedded in core concepts of religion. Religions such 
as Islam are based on concepts of human nature like care for other people 
and are therefore more in line with collectivism (Ahmad, 2011). Previous 
work on similar topics, i.e. belonging, moral judgment, well-being, coop-
eration, and religiosity focused primarily on Jewish-Protestant differences 
(e.g., Cohen et al., 2006; Cohen & Rankin, 2004). Unfortunately, much 
previous work has neglected to include Muslim communities. Religiosity 
encourages individuals to work with a commitment to help and support 
peers (Brown, 1986). Religiosity promotes a relationship-oriented culture 
that emphasizes support and cooperation toward peers and society. We 
assume that the combined effect of sense of belonging and religiosity will 
strongly increase the level of collectivism among Muslim students. Figure 
1 shows the theoretical model of the study and hypothesized relationships 
among study variables.

Religiosity moderates the relationship between a sense of belonging 
and collectivism among Muslim students in such a way that the 
relationship is strengthened when religiosity is high.

Figure 1. Theoretical Framework

Methodology

Participants and Data Collection

The methodology described in this section and the empirical results 
presented later are based on a sample of Muslim students from 15 countries 
(Bosnia, Indonesia, Jordan, Kyrgyzstan, Morocco, Tanzania, Tatarstan, 
Bangladesh, Algeria, India, Kenya, Mauritius, Sudan, Malaysia, and the 
United States) taken from the publicly available quantitative study con-
ducted by the International Institute of Islamic Thought (Nasser, et al.,  
2020). Data for this study were collected from four distinct groups of respon-
dents (n = 18,601): schoolteachers, school students, university instructors, 
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Figure 2. Distribution of Survey Respondents by Country

Table 1. Demographics of Respondents

Country School 
Student

University 
Student

Public Private Male Female Religion 
(Islam)

Bosnia 707 761 1,380 87 634 834 1,468
Indonesia 333 575 812 84 401 507 908
Jordan 0 241 143 92 53 188 241
Kyrgyzstan 670 515 0 1,169 407 778 1,185
Morocco 723 214 773 143 444 482 937
Tanzania 690 255 130 791 425 517 945
Tatarstan 263 0 263 0 98 164 263
Bangladesh 1,075 149 563 227 584 633 1,224
Algeria 755 222 756 214 323 646 978
India 1,956 260 276 1,883 851 1,363 2,215
Kenya 355 174 347 167 275 252 529
Mauritius 357 96 120 306 150 302 453
Sudan 485 266 467 279 281 469 751
Malaysia 636 38 651 0 260 414 674
USA 252 0 0 241 113 139 252
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and university students. However, our focus in this study is only on school 
and university students, making the sample size for our study 13,023. The 
largest respondent groups were from India (n = 2,215) and Bosnia (n = 
1,468), while the smallest respondent groups were from the United States 
(n = 252) and Tatarstan (n = 263). Figure 2 illustrates the group distribution 
by country. Table 1 shows the demographic distribution of the respondents. 
The largest target group is youth who are younger than 18 years old (64%), 
followed by those aged 18–24 (32.6%) across the 15 countries. School stu-
dents were 71.1% while the university students were 28.9%. Students from 
public institutions were 51.3% and from private institutions 43.6%. Male 
students were 41% while the female students were 59%.

Measures

All ratings were made on a 4-point Likert scale where 1 represents 
“Never,” 2 “Sometimes,” 3 “Often,” and 4 “Always.” There were 13 reverse 
coded items; five items of sense of belonging (items 4, 5, 7, 14, and 18), six 
items of collectivism (items 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6) and two items of gratitude 
(items 3 and 6). We reversed the score of these items by changing 1 to 4, 2 
to 3, 3 to 2 and 4 to 1 accordingly.

Sense of Belonging was measured using 18 items. The sample item is “I 
feel like a real part of my school community.” 

Gratitude was measured using six items. The sample item is “Grateful 
to a wide variety of people.” 

Forgiveness was measured using nine items. The sample item is “Like-
lihood to forgive a friend starting an untrue rumor about you”. 

Collectivism was measured using 14 items. The sample item is “If a 
peer gets a prize, I feel proud.” 

Religiosity was measured using five items. The sample item is “How 
important is it for you to belong to a religious group?” 

Results

One-way ANOVA 

A one-way ANOVA test was performed to check the variation in the 
dependent variables forgiveness and gratitude across demographic catego-
ries. The results suggest a significant difference in the mean value of the 
first dependent variable forgiveness among respondents across country code 
(F = 288.91, P = .000), school type (F = 96.37, P = .000), gender (F = 14.53, 
P = .000), age (F = 24.33, P = .000), grade (F = 7.6, P = .000), degree (F = 
2.6, P = .000), language (F = 2.68, P = .000), ethnicity (F = 74.5, P = .000).
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Similarly, the findings indicated a significant difference in the mean 
value of the second dependent variable gratitude among respondents across 
country code (F = 59.33, P = .000), school type (F = 29.11, P = .000), gender 
(F = 133.72, P = .000), age (F = 6.55, P = .000), grade (F = 9.23, P = .000), 
degree (F = 7.9, P = .000), language (F = 30.84, P = .000), ethnicity (F = 
22.97, P = .000).

Correlation Analysis

The correlation analysis results in Table 2 show that all variables are 
positively associated with each other. The results indicate that sense of 
belonging is positively correlated with forgiveness (0.038, p < 0.000) and 
gratitude (0.375, p < 0.000) among Muslim students. Collectivism is posi-
tively correlated with gratitude (0.130, p < 0.000) but shows no significant 
relationship with forgiveness (0.011, p = .195) among Muslim students. 
Sense of belonging has a positive relationship with collectivism (0.153, 
p < 0.000) among Muslim students. Level of religiosity among Muslim 
students also is positively correlated with their level of collectivism (0.145, 
p < 0.000).

Table 2. Mean, Standard Deviation, Correlation

Mean S.D 1 2 3 4 5

1. SOB 2.9 0.41 1

2. COL 2.6 0.27 .153** 1

3. FOR 2.3 0.55 .038** .011 1

4. GRAT 3.0 0.46 .375** .130** .057** 1

5. REL 3.5 0.58 .284** .145** .034** .307** 1

N=13,492, **=Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 

Structural Model 

Using Smart-PLS (Hair et al., 2014), the structural model was cal-
culated to look at the direct, indirect, and interactive paths to assess the 
overall study model. The structural model was evaluated via bootstrap-
ping (5000) to conduct path analysis. Figure 3 depicts the results of the 
structural model. 
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Regression Analysis and Hypotheses Testing

The results of regression analysis for the direct, indirect, and interactive 
effects are presented in Table 3. The results reveal that sense of belong-
ing significantly and positively predicts forgiveness (β = .076, p < .001), 
gratitude (β = .424, p < .001), and collectivism (β = .314, p < .001) among 
Muslim students, thus supporting H1, H2, and H3 respectively. Collec-
tivism significantly and positively affects forgiveness (β = .121, p < .001) 
and gratitude among Muslim students (β = .087, p < .001) thus supporting 
H4, and H5 respectively. The results show that sense of belonging has a 
significant indirect effect on forgiveness (β = .038, p < .001) and gratitude  
(β = .027, p < .001) via collectivism among Muslim students thus sup-
porting H6 and H7 respectively. Hypothesis 8 was tested by moderation 
analysis technique using SmartPLS. The overall summary of findings pre-
sented in Table 3 indicate that religiosity/spirituality weakens the relation-
ship of sense of belonging and collectivism (β = -0.043, p < 0.01). Though 
religiosity has been found to moderate the relationship between sense of 
belonging and collectivism, this finding contrasts the outcome predicted 
for H8 in our study. 

Figure 3. Structural Model
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Discussion of Results

This study examined the predictive power of sense of belonging on 
forgiveness and gratitude as outcome variables in a cross-cultural sample 
focused mainly on Muslim communities. Our theoretical model described 
the effects on forgiveness and gratitude levels through a collectivist world-
view and a religious orientation.

According to our prediction, sense of belonging was found to sig-
nificantly and positively predict forgiveness and gratitude (H1 and H2) 
among participating students. These findings are in line with previous 
studies (Turnage et al., 2012). A sense of belonging plays a positive role 
in enhancing forgiveness and gratitude. According to the need to belong 
theory, the higher an individual’s need to feel belonging, the higher 
the person’s gratitude and forgiveness. A sense of belonging improves 
interpersonal relationships because belonging is a foundational need to 
facilitate the communication required in social relations. More specifi-
cally, someone’s need to belong may weaken their motivation to avoid and 
retaliate against the person who wronged them and to give them more 
generous affection. 

A significant and positive direct effect of sense of belonging on col-
lectivism was confirmed (H3) by our study. These results are consistent 
with earlier studies (Slavin, 2015). According to Kitayama et al. (2000), 
compared with individualistic cultures, individuals in collectivistic cultures 
are more likely to see themselves as a component of social relationships and 
to have their cognitions and actions influenced by the perceived thoughts 
and anticipated behaviors of significant others. Markus and Kitayama 
(1991) note that the sense of belonging can be sufficiently powerful for the 
individual to think of the relationship rather than the self as the functional 
unit of conscious reflection. In individualistic cultures, people tend to pri-
oritize personal over in-group goals, while those in collectivistic cultures 
tend to do the opposite (Triandis, 1989, 2001).

Collectivism was found to have a significant and positive effect on 
forgiveness and gratitude (H4 and H5), which was in line with previous 
research (Hook et al., 2009). Students with a collectivistic worldview 
experience increased levels of forgiveness and gratitude toward their 
peers and give them more generous causal and responsibility attri-
butions. Mediation analyses showed that collectivism significantly 
strengthened the relationship between sense of belonging and forgive-
ness and gratitude (H6 and H7). People with a high sense of belonging 
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and a collectivistic orientation are more motivated to forgive and show 
gratitude to other people. Sandage and Williamson (2005) said that 
the motivation to forgive may be a specific characteristic of collectivist-
oriented people.

The hypothesis that religiosity/spirituality strengthens the relation-
ship between sense of belonging and collectivism is not supported (H8). 
Rather than strengthening the relationship as we hypothesized, religiosity 
in fact weakens it. This unexpected and interesting finding requires further 
exploration as it suggests that sense of belonging matters more for people 
with low religiosity in the collectivist case.

Practical Implications

Promoting a strong student-teacher relationship is a key factor in 
improving students’ sense of belonging (Allen et al., 2018). Barron and 
Kinney (2021) state that “a supportive relationship with one or more teach-
ers is the strongest predictor of school belonging for an individual student” 
(p. 27). The results of our study also suggest forgiveness education should 
be taught and modeled, especially in high school and college curricula, 
because it does not come intuitively. School administration and teachers 
nurturing an attitudinal sense of belonging, collectivism, forgiveness, and 
gratitude in their academic culture will bring both individual and institu-
tional benefits. 

Limitations and Future Directions

The data were gathered from only 15 countries, so the findings may 
be limited to those cultural contexts. The results also are not necessarily 
representative of the 15 countries as the samples were not always randomly 
collected. Further studies should also include non-Muslim countries to 
enhance generalizability. The study was based on cross-sectional data. 
Future studies should use longitudinal data and experimental designs to 
achieve a higher order confidence of causality. They should also widen the 
number of values from the five we included to explore others such as self-
efficacy, empathy, and so forth. We also did not test the impact of demo-
graphics on these values, which should be included in future research. We 
analyzed the role of sense of belonging in predicting collectivism through 
the moderation of religiosity/spirituality, but future studies could examine 
other dispositional factors such as personality traits (extraversion, consci-
entiousness) or empathy as moderators.
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Conclusion

Inculcating values in the education process is necessary for students’ 
psychological well-being. Values make us humane, and understanding 
things such as belongingness, collectivism, forgiveness, gratitude, and 
religiosity is essential for healthier relationships in daily life. The results 
of this study show a sense of belonging plays a positive role in enhancing 
forgiveness and gratitude in close interpersonal relationships. Understand-
ing the need for belonging can help individuals be aware of and care about 
other people’s feelings. Feeling others’ suffering and happiness promotes a 
sincere approach to apologizing to people in need. 

This study showed that forgiveness and gratitude are influenced by 
sense of belonging through the mediating mechanism of collectivism, but 
that the effect of religious involvement on collectivism is very small among 
young students. Administrators and teachers should consider formalizing 
systems to orient and welcome new students to help them develop a sense 
of belonging, collectivism, forgiveness and gratitude. A buddy mentor sys-
tem should be introduced where senior students can guide newcomers and 
provide them companionship at recess, lunch, and even after classes. At 
present, it is still unclear to what extent countries, societies and education 
systems are addressing these values. 
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