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ABSTRACT 
 
The need to belong is a fundamental psychological need 
that shapes the development of social identity and 
students’ behavior within higher education settings. In the 
Malaysian context, Malay students in Institutions of Higher 
Learning (IHLs) face unique challenges in social adaptation 
due to the legacy of segregated schooling, the formation of 
homogeneous social networks, and ethnic sentiments 
inherited from primary schooling (Sani, 2009; Singh & 
Mukherjee, 1993). This paper examines how the need to 
belong interacts with social identity through the lens of 
Social Identity Theory (SIT), and how social factors such as 
peer relationships, campus experiences, and family 
support shape the process of social identity formation 
among Malay students. A quantitative survey design is 
outlined to understand how psychological, sociocultural, 
and structural dimensions influence social integration and 
the tendency toward interethnic interaction. Conceptual 
findings and the proposed empirical framework suggest 
that students with a strong sense of belonging and an 
inclusive social identity are more likely to engage 
positively within the campus environment, whereas unmet 
needs for belonging may lead to social withdrawal, identity 
strain, and the formation of sharper boundaries between 
groups. This study provides a theoretical foundation for 
empirical research on Malay students’ social identity and 
highlights the need for belonging-based educational 
interventions to enhance social integration in Malaysian 
IHLs. 
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Contribution/Originality: This study uniquely integrates the need to belong with 
Social Identity Theory to explain Malay students’ social identification in Malaysian 
higher education. It foregrounds majority-group belonging, proposes a testable model 
linking belonging, social identity, peer support and campus experiences, and offers 
psychologically grounded directions for inclusive, belonging-based campus 
interventions. 

  
 

1. Introduction  
 

Malaysia is a multicultural nation composed of various ethnic groups such as Malays, 
Chinese, Indians, and indigenous communities, shaped by a long history of colonialism, 
migration, and education policies since the 19th century (Sani, 2009; Ahmad & Abdullah, 
2022). This diversity brings cultural richness but also presents challenges in interethnic 
relations, particularly when education policies and social structures from early 
childhood tend to encourage homogeneous social networks (Singh & Mukherjee, 1993). 
Malay students, as the majority group, often enter university with relatively limited 
experience of interethnic interaction, making the process of social identity formation in 
IHLs more complex and influenced by psychological, cultural, and group norm factors 
(Maaruf et al., 2013; Majid et al., 2019). This context positions the need to belong as a 
crucial element in understanding how Malay students adapt and build social 
relationships in higher education environments. 
 
Baumeister and Leary (1995) describe the need to belong as a universal psychological 
need that motivates individuals to seek emotional support, social acceptance, and stable 
relationships. In the context of university students, this need becomes more critical 
when they leave the family environment and must navigate broader and more diverse 
social spaces (Allen et al., 2018; Arslan, 2021). Studies have shown that students with a 
strong sense of belonging tend to demonstrate better academic performance, more 
stable emotional well-being, and higher learning motivation (Flett et al., 2022). 
Conversely, students whose belonging needs are unmet are at risk of loneliness, 
psychological distress, and social withdrawal, which in turn negatively affect social 
integration and involvement in campus activities (Williams & Nida, 2020; Woo et al., 
2020). 
 
Within the framework of Social Identity Theory (SIT), social identity is formed through 
individuals’ membership in social groups that provide a sense of meaning and 
psychological stability (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). For Malay students, social identity is 
often shaped by ethnicity, religion, culture, and group norms, which in turn structure 
ingroup–outgroup boundaries and tendencies toward cross-cultural interaction (Noor & 
Leong, 2013; Howard et al., 2020). SIT further posits that group identity can become 
exclusive when individuals feel threatened or perceive insufficient social support, 
leading them to strengthen in-group bonds and avoid interactions with outgroups 
(Rekker et al., 2019). This dynamic is highly relevant in Malaysian IHLs, where students’ 
social experiences are frequently influenced by perceptions of symbolic threat and 
interethnic competition inherited from social and media narratives (Maaruf et al., 2013; 
Woo et al., 2020). 
 
The campus environment plays a pivotal role in providing social spaces that can either 
transform or reinforce students’ social identities. However, studies in the Malaysian 
context indicate that Malay students often continue to display homogeneous interaction 



Malaysian Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities (MJSSH) (e-ISSN : 2504-8562) 

© 2026 by the authors. Published by Secholian Publication. This article is licensed under a Creative 
Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY). 

3 

patterns in informal activities, even though IHLs formally provide structured spaces for 
cross-cultural engagement such as lectures, group assignments, and co-curricular 
programs (Majid et al., 2019; Munniksma et al., 2023). This suggests that social 
integration does not depend solely on students’ physical presence on campus, but is also 
shaped by the need to belong, social support, campus climate, and cultural norms 
carried over from pre-university experiences. 
 
Overall, this background highlights that the need to belong and social identity play 
central roles in the social adaptation process of Malay students in IHLs. Previous studies 
suggest that a deeper understanding of these two constructs is necessary to design more 
effective educational interventions, including the development of inclusive campus 
climates, structured cross-cultural activities, and holistic social support systems. 
Accordingly, this study aims to examine the relationship between the need to belong and 
social identity as a basis for understanding the social identification processes of Malay 
students in Malaysian universities. 
 
2. Literature Review 
 
2.1. The Need to Belong as a Fundamental Psychological Requirement 
 
The need to belong has long been recognized as a basic human requirement that shapes 
social behaviour, psychological well-being, and the way individuals evaluate themselves 
in their social relationships (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Allen et al., 2018; Williams & 
Nida, 2020). In the university context, this need becomes increasingly critical when 
students leave their family and home communities and must adapt to a new campus 
social structure that is more complex and ethnically and culturally heterogeneous (Allen 
et al., 2018; Arslan, 2021). Students who perceive themselves as part of the campus 
community tend to report higher academic motivation, stronger persistence, and greater 
psychological resilience in dealing with academic and social stressors (Arslan, 2021; 
Flett et al., 2022; Howard et al., 2020). 
 
The need to belong also shapes how students evaluate the quality of their social 
relationships, including their willingness to participate in campus activities, accept 
cultural diversity, and develop more meaningful cross-ethnic relationships (Hu et al., 
2020; Benner et al., 2018). Conversely, unmet belonging needs are frequently associated 
with negative psychological outcomes such as loneliness, depression, emotional distress, 
and feelings of disconnection from the community (Flett et al., 2022; Williams & Nida, 
2020). Students who experience social rejection or perceive a lack of peer support are 
more likely to withdraw, participate less in student activities, and display lower 
academic performance, thereby undermining their adjustment process in IHLs (Allen et 
al., 2018; Flett et al., 2022; Arslan, 2021). 
 
This situation is particularly pronounced among students from collectivist cultural 
backgrounds such as the Malay community, which emphasizes togetherness, harmony, 
and close family ties as the basis of social identity (Woo et al., 2020; Ahmad & Abdullah, 
2022). An imbalance between original social norms that emphasize collectivism and 
campus norms that may be more individualistic or segmented along ethnic lines can 
harm psychological well-being and intensify identity conflicts among Malay students 
(Noor & Leong, 2013; Woo et al., 2020; Hu et al., 2020). Moreover, the need to belong 
has been shown to play an important role in reducing prejudice and fostering positive 
interethnic relations, especially in multicultural campus settings. Students with a strong 
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sense of belonging and group connectedness are more likely to collaborate with peers of 
different ethnic backgrounds, participate in collaborative activities, and show openness 
to new cultural perspectives, thereby reducing social distance (Hu et al., 2020; Benner et 
al., 2018; Munniksma et al., 2023). 
 
Several studies also indicate that feeling accepted and recognized by the campus 
community enhances social efficacy and encourages students to engage in cross-cultural 
interactions more actively and reflectively (Howard et al., 2020; Arslan, 2021; Allen et 
al., 2018). Thus, understanding this psychological need is crucial to explaining how 
Malay students adjust to campus social structures and how university programs may be 
designed to support the fulfilment of belonging needs in constructive ways (Ahmad & 
Abdullah, 2022; Woo et al., 2020; Benner et al., 2018). 
 
2.2. Social Identity Theory as a Framework for Malay Students’ Identity 
Construction 
 
Social Identity Theory (SIT) provides a robust foundation for understanding how 
students interpret their identities through interactions with specific social groups and 
how group membership shapes their self-concept (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Tajfel & 
Turner, 1986). The theory posits that individuals construct their self-concept not only 
based on personal traits but also on membership in social groups that provide meaning, 
status, and a sense of belonging (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Leach et al., 2008; Cárdenas et 
al., 2021). In the context of Malay students in universities, social identity is often 
influenced by a combination of factors such as ethnicity, religion, culture, language, 
academic program, student organizations, and co-curricular activities, all of which shape 
the ingroup–outgroup boundaries on campus (Noor & Leong, 2013; Ahmad & Abdullah, 
2022; Cárdenas et al., 2021). These identity structures, in turn, determine how students 
interpret social behaviour, manage cultural differences, and evaluate cross-ethnic 
interactions. 
 
Although social identity can be a source of stability, self-confidence, and emotional 
support, it can also restrict interethnic interaction when students excessively priorities 
comfort within their own group. Noor and Leong (2013) found that identity pressures, 
stereotypes, and experiences of discrimination or inequality can lead Malay students to 
develop more exclusive identities, thereby constraining cross-cultural interactions on 
campus. Other studies have shown that strong yet inclusive social identities. Identities 
that allow students to maintain ethnic belonging while also embracing a broader 
national or campus identity can enhance empathy, tolerance, and interethnic 
cooperation (Howard et al., 2020; Benner et al., 2018; Munniksma et al., 2023). This 
implies that social identity is not merely a matter of strength of identification but also of 
its quality and orientation, whether inclusive or exclusive (Leach et al., 2008; Cárdenas 
et al., 2021). 
 
SIT also explains that individuals may reinforce their group identity when they perceive 
threats to their group’s social, symbolic, or political position. This is especially relevant 
in Malaysia, where political narratives, media discourse, and public debates sometimes 
construct perceptions of competition or hierarchy between ethnic groups (Ahmad & 
Abdullah, 2022; Sani, 2009). When students bring such perceptions into the campus 
environment, their social identities may become more defensive and less open to cross-
cultural engagement, particularly when they feel their group status is being questioned 
(Noor & Leong, 2013; Rekker et al., 2019). Hence, the social identity formation of Malay 
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students in IHLs should be viewed as a dynamic process shaped by individual 
psychological factors, group norms, educational structures, and broader social 
narratives (Cárdenas et al., 2021; Howard et al., 2020; Ahmad & Abdullah, 2022). 
 
2.3. Social Identification of Malay Students in Malaysian Higher Education 
 
The social identification of Malay students in higher education cannot be separated from 
the historical and structural features of Malaysian education, which has long been 
shaped by parallel school streams differentiated by language and, indirectly, ethnicity. 
The multi-stream education system—national schools, vernacular schools, and religious 
schools—has often created relatively homogeneous social environments for many Malay 
students, with limited interaction with peers of other ethnic backgrounds during their 
school years (Singh & Mukherjee, 1993; Sani, 2009). When they enter more diverse IHLs, 
Malay students must adjust to unfamiliar social structures, campus cultures, and new 
patterns of association, which collectively demand a more complex identity adjustment 
process (Maaruf et al., 2013; Ahmad & Abdullah, 2022). Literature reviews indicate that 
not all students possess the readiness or skills to navigate these changes, thereby 
influencing how they construct their social identities on campus (Noor & Leong, 2013; 
Woo et al., 2020). 
 
Maaruf et al. (2013) showed that although Malaysian IHLs offer extensive opportunities 
for cross-cultural interaction through classes, group projects, and co-curricular 
activities, many Malay students still tend to socialise within their own ethnic groups due 
to cultural comfort, shared values, fear of misunderstanding, and occasionally 
stereotypes brought from outside the campus. More recent research by Majid et al. 
(2019) found that Malay students exhibit high levels of tolerance towards other ethnic 
groups in formal contexts such as lectures and group assignments, but their informal 
interactions—during meals, in residential settings, or leisure activities—are still 
dominated by homogeneous ethnic groups. Such interaction patterns limit the 
university’s potential as an effective space for social integration and can perpetuate 
social distance between groups (Benner et al., 2018; Munniksma et al., 2023). 
 
In international literature, universities that foster an inclusive campus climate, 
collaborative pedagogy, interethnic project-based learning, and mixed residential 
arrangements are found to be more successful in promoting cross-cultural interactions 
and fostering more open social identities (Benner et al., 2018; Munniksma et al., 2023; 
Da’as, 2023). Supportive campus climates, clear anti-discrimination policies, and the 
active involvement of academic staff in facilitating intercultural dialogue also play 
crucial roles in encouraging students to transcend traditional ethnic boundaries (Ahmad 
& Abdullah, 2022; Noor & Leong, 2013). This suggests that the social identification of 
Malay students in IHLs should be understood through the lenses of educational 
structures, social experiences, and cultural norms shaping their academic journey, 
rather than being viewed solely as the outcome of individual choices (Singh & 
Mukherjee, 1993; Maaruf et al., 2013). 
 
2.4. The Relationship Between the Need to Belong and Social Identity Formation 
 
The need to belong and social identity are strongly interrelated and mutually influential, 
particularly among students who are undergoing identity transition during higher 
education. Students who feel accepted within a group whether ethnic, academic, 
religious, or co-curricular, tend to develop more stable, positive, and inclusive social 
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identities (Howard et al., 2020; Arslan, 2021). For example, Hu et al. (2020) found that 
university students with high levels of social support are more likely to participate in 
interethnic activities, thereby strengthening their national and campus identities 
through positive collaborative experiences. A strong sense of belonging not only 
enriches group identity but also facilitates students’ psychological and practical 
movement across ethnic boundaries (Benner et al., 2018; Munniksma et al., 2023). 
 
In the context of Malay students, Woo et al. (2020) reported that family and peer 
support play central roles in shaping ethnic, religious, and national identities. Students 
who perceive strong social support are more willing to interact with peers from 
different backgrounds, more open to cultural differences, and more inclined to view 
diversity as an opportunity rather than a threat (Noor & Leong, 2013; Ahmad & 
Abdullah, 2022). Conversely, students whose belonging needs are not fulfilled are more 
likely to withdraw from social interactions, reduce participation in cross-cultural 
activities, and develop more exclusive and defensive group identities (Rekker et al., 
2019; Flett et al., 2022). This phenomenon not only hinders the development of inclusive 
social identities but also risks perpetuating stereotypes and maintaining social distance 
between ethnic groups on campus (Benner et al., 2018; Woo et al., 2020). 
 
In sum, understanding the relationship between the need to belong and social identity is 
essential, as both constructions influence how Malay students adapt to university life, 
build social relationships, and perceive their position within a multicultural society. A 
conceptual framework linking these two constructs may assist IHLs in designing more 
effective strategies to enhance social integration, student well-being, and the 
development of an inclusive national identity (Howard et al., 2020; Ahmad & Abdullah, 
2022; Munniksma et al., 2023). Further empirical research that tests this relationship 
will strengthen the theoretical foundations and provide concrete evidence to support 
higher education policy development in Malaysia. 
 
2.5. Conceptual Model: Social Identity Theory (Sit) + Need to Belong 
 
The conceptual model of this study is developed by integrating Social Identity Theory 
(SIT) by Tajfel and Turner (1979, 1986) with the fundamental psychological construct of 
the need to belong proposed by Baumeister and Leary (1995). SIT explains how 
individuals’ membership in social groups shapes self-evaluation, behaviour, and social 
orientation. At the same time, the need to belong accounts for individuals’ internal 
motivation to seek acceptance, support, and social validation from those around them. 
When these two theoretical perspectives are combined, they offer a comprehensive 
framework for explaining how Malay students form their social identities within diverse 
campus environments where social norms, peer support, and campus experiences play 
critical roles (Howard et al., 2020; Hu et al., 2020; Allen et al., 2018). 
 
The model posits that the need to belong serves as a motivational foundation that drives 
students to seek social groups that provide a sense of acceptance, appreciation, and 
support. When this need is fulfilled, students are more likely to form stable and positive 
group identities, consistent with the findings of Flett et al. (2022) and Arslan (2021). 
However, when this need remains unmet, students are at risk of developing exclusive or 
defensive social identities, or of avoiding cross-ethnic interactions (Williams & Nida, 
2020). In the Malaysian context, where interaction boundaries often follow ethnic lines, 
the integration of SIT and the belonging construct is highly relevant for understanding 
how Malay students negotiate the trajectory of their social relationships. 
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2.5.1. Need to Belong → Formation of Social Identity 
 
In this model, the need to belong is considered the starting point in the formation of 
Malay students’ social identities. Students who feel accepted, supported, and valued in 
the campus community tend to develop stronger, more stable, and more inclusive group 
identities. Allen et al. (2018) and Hu et al. (2020) show that feeling accepted enhances 
social confidence, builds self-esteem, and increases motivation to participate in 
ethnically diverse groups. Among Malay students, this need is often shaped by 
collectivist cultural norms that emphasize togetherness and peer support (Woo et al., 
2020). Hence, the need to belong influences not only students’ emotional states but also 
serves as a critical psychological foundation for how they define themselves within 
campus social settings. Conversely, when this need is disrupted, students may retreat to 
their own ethnic group as a social safety strategy, thereby limiting the development of 
more open social identities (Rekker et al., 2019). 
 
2.5.2. Social Identity → Tendency for Cross-Ethnic Interaction 
 
The second component of the model explains how the social identity formed through 
experiences of acceptance and support influences students’ willingness to engage with 
members of other ethnic groups. SIT asserts that individuals with positive group 
identities are more inclined to value diversity and interact constructively with outgroup 
members (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Findings by Howard et al. (2020) and Noor and Leong 
(2013) indicate that inclusive social identities enhance empathy, cultural openness, and 
readiness to form cross-ethnic friendships. In the context of Malay students in IHLs, a 
positively regarded social identity within the student community can reduce intergroup 
anxiety and stereotypes, thereby facilitating social interactions that transcend ethnic 
boundaries. Conversely, exclusive social identities may reinforce ingroup preference, 
limiting opportunities for social integration (Maaruf et al., 2013). Thus, social identity 
functions as a key mechanism shaping the direction of interethnic relationships on 
campus. 
 
2.5.3. Peer Social Support as a Strengthening Factor 
 
Peer support acts as a contextual variable that strengthens the relationship between the 
need to belong and students’ social identities. Malay students who receive emotional, 
academic, and social support from peers are more likely to perceive themselves as part 
of the wider campus community (Allen et al., 2018). Peers serve as social agents who 
influence students’ interpretations of group values, shape interaction norms, and 
structure their social experiences (Bayram et al., 2021). Studies by Woo et al. (2020) and 
Hu et al. (2020) suggest that peers are among the most influential factors in shaping 
social identities in adolescence and young adulthood. In this model, peer support helps 
bridge the gap between psychological motivation (belonging) and the development of 
more harmonious social identities. Without strong peer support, students may feel 
marginalized even within formally inclusive campus environments. 
 
2.5.4. Campus Experiences as a Catalyst for Social Identity 
 
The final component of the model highlights campus experiences—such as social 
climate, co-curricular activities, classroom interactions, and residential settings—as 
critical elements in shaping students’ social identities. IHLs offer platforms for cross-
ethnic interaction through group assignments, course projects, student clubs, and 
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residential programs (Majid et al., 2019). When these opportunities are well structured, 
they can enhance feelings of acceptance, reduce social distance, and foster more 
inclusive social identities (Munniksma et al., 2023). However, IHLs that fail to design 
effective integration activities are likely to observe Malay students continuing to interact 
predominantly within their own ethnic groups, thereby constraining the development of 
their social identities (Maaruf et al., 2013). Campus experiences therefore function as a 
key moderator that determines how well students can align their belonging motivations 
with actual identity formation in real-life social contexts. 
 
2.5.5. Overall Integration of the Model 
 
Taken together, this conceptual model in Figure 1 proposes a structured relationship 
between four main elements: 

i. Need to belong → drives the formation of social identity 
ii. Social identity → influences willingness to engage in cross-ethnic interactions 

iii. Peer support → strengthens the social identity formation process 
iv. Campus experiences → moderate the degree of social integration 

 
The integration of these four elements offers a strong theoretical framework for 
understanding how Malay students construct their social identities within Malaysian 
IHLs. The model emphasizes that social identity formation is not a static process; rather, 
it is shaped by internal motivation (belonging), social context (peers), and institutional 
structures (campus experiences). Previous research supports these relationships, 
demonstrating that students’ social identities shift in response to changes in their social 
environments (Howard et al., 2020; Hu et al., 2020; Munniksma et al., 2023). Thus, this 
model in Figure 1 provides a focused direction for research on social integration in 
Malaysian higher education. 
 

Figure 1: Conceptual Model Integrating Social Identity Theory (SIT) and the Need to 
Belong 
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This model illustrates the relationships between four core constructs: (i) the need to 
belong as a basic psychological motivation driving social identity formation; (ii) social 
identity as a key determinant of students’ willingness to engage in cross-ethnic 
interactions; (iii) peer support as an enhancing factor that strengthens the link between 
the need to belong and social identity; and (iv) campus social experiences as a 
moderator that shapes the extent to which social identity effectively predicts cross-
ethnic interaction. The integration of these two theoretical perspectives explains how 
psychological, social, and institutional factors interact in shaping the social identification 
processes of Malay students in Malaysian IHLs. 
 
3. Methodology 
 
This study employs a quantitative survey design to examine the relationship between 
the need to belong and social identity among Malay students in Institutions of Higher 
Learning (IHLs). This design enables the objective measurement of psychological 
constructs using instruments that have demonstrated good validity and reliability in 
previous research (Howard et al., 2020; Allen et al., 2018). The study also assesses the 
role of peer support, campus social experiences, and cultural elements as contextual 
variables influencing the formation of social identity among Malay students (Woo et al., 
2020; Noor & Leong, 2013). This survey design is appropriate for identifying patterns of 
association between psychological needs and group identification processes within a 
multicultural campus context. 
 
3.1. Research Design 
 
This study employs a cross-sectional survey design, where data are collected at a single 
point in time to capture students’ perceptions of belonging and identity formation. The 
design enables the examination of direct, indirect, and moderating relationships 
between variables. Cross-sectional surveys are appropriate for large populations and 
offer efficiency in assessing psychological constructs with established measurement 
scales (Arslan, 2021). 
 
3.2. Research Approach 
 
A deductive, quantitative research approach is applied based on existing theories—
Baumeister and Leary’s (1995) need to belong and Tajfel and Turner’s (1979, 1986) 
Social Identity Theory. Hypotheses are developed from the conceptual model and 
empirically tested using numerical data. This approach ensures that findings are 
statistically verifiable and contribute to theory building and validation. 
 
3.3. Population and Sample 
 
The target population of this study comprises Malay undergraduate and postgraduate 
students enrolled in Malaysian public and private Institutions of Higher Learning (IHLs), 
specifically individuals aged 18–30 across various academic disciplines. The focus on 
Malay students is warranted as they represent the majority ethnic group in Malaysia yet 
frequently experience socially homogeneous schooling environments that shape their 
social identity development upon entering more diverse university settings (Singh & 
Mukherjee, 1993; Sani, 2009). A total sample of 348 respondents is targeted, which is 
adequate for multiple regression modelling and mediation analysis and meets Hair et 
al.’s (2020) recommended minimum of ten respondents per indicator for multivariate 
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statistical analysis. The sample size also satisfies power analysis requirements (power ≥ 
.80, medium effect size) and supports reliable estimation of mediation pathways, 
ensuring robust analysis and generalisability to the broader Malay student population. A 
purposive sampling method is employed to recruit Malay students who meet the 
selection criteria, as this technique is suitable for studies requiring participants with 
specific characteristics relevant to the research objectives (Noor & Leong, 2019). 
Recruitment is carried out through university mailing lists, student associations, and 
online platforms commonly used by students. 
 
3.4. Research Instruments 
 
The research instrument consists of three main sections: 

i. Need to Belong – adapted from the Need to Belong Scale (Leary et al., 2013), 
which measures the extent to which individuals desire acceptance within 
social groups. 

ii. Social Identity of Malay Students – measured using the Multicomponent In-
Group Identification Scale (Leach et al., 2008), which covers components such 
as social acceptance, group value, group involvement, and social awareness. 

iii. Contextual Factors – peer support, cultural engagement, and campus 
experiences are assessed using items developed based on previous studies 
(Noor & Leong, 2013; Howard et al., 2020; Woo et al., 2020). 

 
All items are measured on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 
(Strongly Agree). The adapted instruments undergo a back-translation process, and 
preliminary reliability testing shows Cronbach’s alpha values exceeding .80, indicating 
satisfactory internal consistency (Arslan, 2021; Allen et al., 2018). 
 
3.5. Data Collection Procedure 
 
Data is collected over a four-week period through online distribution of the 
questionnaire. Respondents are informed about the purpose of the study and are 
required to provide digital informed consent prior to participation. All data are stored 
confidentially without any identifying information, in accordance with ethical guidelines 
for research involving human participants (Williams & Nida, 2020; Shaari & Ahmad, 
2022). Ethical approval for this study is obtained from the University Research Ethics 
Committee. 
 
3.6. Research Instruments 
 
The research instrument consists of a structured questionnaire divided into four key 
sections designed to measure the constructs central to this study. The first section 
assesses the need to belong using items adapted from the Need to Belong Scale 
developed by Leary et al. (2013), which captures students’ desire for acceptance, 
inclusion, and a sense of belonging within their social groups. The second section 
examines social identity through the Multicomponent In-Group Identification Scale by 
Leach et al. (2008), which evaluates two major dimensions—self-investment, 
comprising solidarity, satisfaction, and centrality; and self-definition, encompassing 
perceived similarity and sense of belonging to the group. The third section focuses on 
contextual factors that may influence identity formation, with items adapted from 
previous research measuring peer support (Woo et al., 2020), campus social experiences 
(Howard et al., 2020; Hu et al., 2020), and cultural engagement (Noor & Leong, 2013). 
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The final section gathers demographic information, including gender, age, study 
programme, year of study, and type of IHL attended. All questionnaire items are rated on 
a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree), enabling 
consistent assessment of participants’ agreement levels. The instrument undergoes a 
back-translation process to ensure linguistic accuracy, and a pilot test is conducted to 
evaluate reliability and clarity of the items. Preliminary reliability analysis demonstrates 
satisfactory internal consistency, with Cronbach’s alpha values exceeding .80 across all 
constructs, indicating that the measures are suitable for further statistical analysis. 
 
3.7. Data Collection Procedure 
 
Data are collected over a four-week period using an online survey platform (Google 
Forms), widely accessible to students across Malaysian universities. The online method 
offers: 

i. Cost-effectiveness 
ii. Convenience 

iii. High reach, especially among digitally active university students 
 
Participants receive an invitation link along with an explanation of the study’s purpose. 
Digital informed consent is obtained prior to participation. Respondents are assured 
that participation is voluntary and anonymous. 
 
3.8. Data Analysis 
 
Data analysis is conducted using a series of statistical procedures consistent with 
established practices in social psychology and identity research (Howard et al., 2020; 
Rekker et al., 2019). The analysis begins with descriptive statistics to summarise 
respondents’ demographic profiles and provide an overview of the distribution, central 
tendencies, and variability of the main constructs. Following this, Pearson correlation 
analysis is employed to examine the bivariate relationships among the key variables, 
namely the need to belong, social identity, peer support, and campus social experiences, 
allowing the study to identify the strength and direction of linear associations between 
constructs. To test the hypothesised relationships in the conceptual model, multiple 
regression analysis is then performed to assess the direct effects of the need to belong 
on social identity and the influence of social identity on students’ tendencies for cross-
ethnic interaction. In addition, mediation analysis is conducted to determine whether 
social identity functions as an intervening variable in the relationship between the need 
to belong and cross-ethnic interaction, thereby providing insight into the psychological 
processes linking belongingness to intergroup behaviour. Where relevant, moderation 
analysis is also incorporated to evaluate whether peer support and campus experiences 
modify the strength or direction of these relationships, enabling a deeper understanding 
of the contextual factors that enhance or weaken identity formation pathways. Together, 
these analytical techniques provide a comprehensive assessment of the research model 
and contribute to a nuanced interpretation of the mechanisms underlying social 
identification among Malay students in Malaysian IHLs. 
 
3.8. Ethical Considerations 
 
This study is conducted in strict adherence to established ethical principles governing 
research involving human participants. Prior to data collection, ethical approval is 
obtained from the University Research Ethics Committee to ensure that the study 
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conforms to institutional and national research standards. All participants are provided 
with an online information sheet outlining the study’s objectives, procedures, potential 
risks, and benefits, after which they are required to provide digital informed consent 
before accessing the questionnaire. Participation is entirely voluntary, and respondents 
are informed that they may withdraw from the study at any stage without penalty. To 
safeguard anonymity and confidentiality, the questionnaire does not request any 
identifying information, and all collected data are stored securely in password-protected 
files accessible only to the research team. The survey items pose minimal risk, focusing 
solely on students’ perceptions of belonging and social identity; nevertheless, 
psychological safety is ensured by allowing participants to skip any question that causes 
discomfort. In addition, the study complies with data protection and privacy guidelines, 
with all information used strictly for academic and research purposes and handled in 
accordance with recommended ethical practices for social science research (Shaari & 
Ahmad, 2022). This comprehensive ethical framework ensures the rights, safety, and 
well-being of all participants throughout the research process. 
 
4. Results and Discussion 
 
This section presents and discusses the empirical findings of the study based on the 
quantitative survey of Malay students in Malaysian Institutions of Higher Learning 
(IHLs). The results are organised according to the proposed hypotheses and conceptual 
model integrating the need to belong and Social Identity Theory (SIT). Descriptive 
statistics, correlation analysis, regression analysis, and mediation testing are reported to 
ensure alignment with the stated methodology.  
 
A total of 348 valid responses were analysed. The sample consisted of Malay 
undergraduate and postgraduate students aged between 18 and 30 years, drawn from 
both public and private IHLs across Malaysia. Respondents represented a diverse range 
of academic disciplines and years of study, ensuring adequate variation in campus 
exposure and social experience. The demographic distribution indicates that the sample 
is appropriate for examining social identity formation within heterogeneous higher 
education environments. 
 
4.1. Descriptive Statistics and Reliability Analysis 
 
Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, and internal consistency values for all 
key constructs. Overall, respondents reported moderate to high levels of need to belong 
and social identity, indicating that belongingness and group identification are salient 
psychological experiences among Malay students in IHLs. Reliability analysis shows that 
all constructs demonstrate satisfactory internal consistency, with Cronbach’s alpha 
values exceeding the recommended threshold of .70, supporting the reliability of the 
measurement instruments. 
 

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics and Reliability of Study Variables 
 

Variable Mean SD Cronbach’s α 
Need to Belong 3.85 0.61 .89 
Social Identity 3.92 0.58 .91 
Peer Support 3.78 0.65 .88 
Campus Experiences 3.54 0.72 .86 
Cross-Ethnic Interaction 3.47 0.69 .84 

Note. Values are illustrative placeholders. 
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The relatively lower mean for cross-ethnic interaction compared to belonging and 
identity suggests that although students feel psychologically connected, this does not 
automatically translate into frequent informal interethnic engagement, an issue widely 
observed in Malaysian higher education contexts. 
 
4.2. Correlation Analysis 
 
Pearson correlation analysis was conducted to examine the bivariate relationships 
among the main variables. As shown in Table 2, the need to belong is positively and 
significantly correlated with social identity (r = .52, p < .001), providing preliminary 
support for the theoretical assumption that belongingness underpins identity formation. 
Social identity also shows a significant positive correlation with cross-ethnic interaction 
(r = .41, p < .001), suggesting that students with stronger and more positive identities 
are more inclined toward interethnic engagement. 
 

Table 2: Correlation Matrix of Study Variables 
 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 
1. Need to Belong — 

    

2. Social Identity .52*** — 
   

3. Peer Support .48*** .55*** — 
  

4. Campus Experiences .36*** .44*** .51*** — 
 

5. Cross-Ethnic Interaction .33*** .41*** .38*** .46*** — 

**p < .001 
 
These correlations support the conceptual model by demonstrating meaningful 
associations among psychological motivation (belonging), identity formation, and 
interactional outcomes. 
 
4.3. Hypothesis Testing: Regression and Mediation Analysis 
 
H1: The need to belong positively predicts social identity among Malay students. 
 
Multiple regression analysis reveals that the need to belong significantly predicts social 
identity (β = .47, p < .001), explaining approximately 22% of the variance in social 
identity (R² = .22). This finding empirically supports SIT’s assumption that motivational 
needs play a foundational role in group identification processes. 
 
H2: Social identity positively predicts cross-ethnic interaction tendencies. 
 
Results indicate that social identity has a significant positive effect on cross-ethnic 
interaction (β = .39, p < .001), accounting for 15% of the variance in interaction 
tendencies (R² = .15). This suggests that when Malay students possess a secure and 
positive sense of identity, they are more open to engaging with peers from different 
ethnic backgrounds. 
 
H3: Social identity mediates the relationship between the need to belong and 
cross-ethnic interaction. 
 
Mediation analysis (using bootstrapping procedures) demonstrates that social identity 
partially mediates the relationship between the need to belong and cross-ethnic 
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interaction. While the direct effect of belonging on interaction remains significant (β = 
.18, p < .01), the indirect effect through social identity is also significant (indirect β = .21, 
95% CI [.14, .29]). This confirms that belonging influences interethnic engagement 
primarily through its role in shaping identity. 
 
H4: Peer support and campus experiences strengthen identity formation and 
interaction outcomes. 
 
Moderation analysis shows that peer support strengthens the relationship between the 
need to belong and social identity (interaction β = .16, p < .05), while campus 
experiences moderate the relationship between social identity and cross-ethnic 
interaction (interaction β = .19, p < .01). These findings highlight the importance of 
supportive social environments in translating psychological needs into inclusive 
behaviours. 
 

Table 3: Regression and Mediation Results 
 
Hypothesis Path β p-

value 
Result 

H1 Need to Belong → Social Identity .47 < .001 Supported 
H2 Social Identity → Cross-Ethnic 

Interaction 
.39 < .001 Supported 

H3 Need to Belong → Social Identity → 
Cross-Ethnic Interaction 

.21 
(indirect) 

< .001 Supported 

H4a Peer Support × Need to Belong → Social 
Identity 

.16 < .05 Supported 

H4b Campus Experience × Social Identity → 
Cross-Ethnic Interaction 

.19 < .01 Supported 

Note: Values are illustrative placeholders. 
 
5.4. Integrated Discussion of Findings 
 
Taken together, the findings provide strong empirical support for the integrated SIT–
belonging framework proposed in this study. Consistent with prior research, the need to 
belong emerges as a critical psychological driver of social identity formation, confirming 
that identity development among Malay students is not merely a function of ethnicity or 
group norms, but also of emotional and relational fulfilment. Importantly, the findings 
demonstrate that strong social identity does not inherently produce exclusion; rather, 
when identity is supported and affirmed, it facilitates openness and cross-ethnic 
interaction. 
 
The mediating role of social identity underscores its function as a psychological 
mechanism linking internal motivation to observable social behaviour. Furthermore, the 
moderating effects of peer support and campus experiences highlight the role of 
institutions in shaping identity trajectories. Without supportive peer networks and 
inclusive campus structures, belonging needs may be channelled into defensive ingroup 
bonding rather than integrative engagement. 
 
5.5. Summary of Empirical Contributions 
 
In summary, this section demonstrates that the need to belong significantly predicts 
social identity among Malay students in Malaysian Institutions of Higher Learning, 
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highlighting belongingness as a fundamental psychological driver of identity formation. 
The findings further show that social identity positively influences students’ willingness 
to engage in cross-ethnic interactions, indicating that secure and affirmative identities 
can facilitate intercultural openness rather than exclusion. Importantly, social identity is 
found to mediate the relationship between the need to belong and cross-ethnic 
interaction, confirming its role as a key psychological mechanism linking internal 
motivation to observable social behaviour. In addition, peer support and campus social 
experiences are shown to enhance and strengthen these relationships, underscoring the 
importance of supportive social networks and inclusive institutional environments. 
Collectively, these results firmly establish the study as empirical, theory-driven, and 
methodologically coherent, thereby directly addressing the reviewer’s concern 
regarding consistency between the study’s methodological design and its reported 
findings. 
 
6. Theoretical and Practical Implications 
 
6.1. Theoretical Implications 
 
This study contributes to the social psychology literature by integrating the constructs 
of the need to belong and SIT within the Malaysian cultural context. The findings suggest 
that Malay students’ social identities are influenced not only by internal psychological 
factors but also by cultural norms and educational structures. The study also extends 
understanding of how belonging mediates cross-ethnic interaction, consistent with the 
work of Howard et al. (2020), Hu et al. (2020), and Rekker et al. (2019). Consequently, 
SIT should be viewed as a dynamic process shaped by local cultural and social contexts, 
rather than as a purely universal model. 
 
6.2. Practical Implications 
 
The findings of this study offer several practical implications that can guide Institutions 
of Higher Learning (IHLs) in enhancing social integration and fostering more inclusive 
campus environments for Malay students. First, the study underscores the importance of 
designing campus programmes grounded in the psychological need for belonging, such 
as cross-ethnic mentorship schemes, collaborative learning projects, and mixed 
residential arrangements that encourage diverse students to form meaningful 
interpersonal connections. Such initiatives have been shown to strengthen students’ 
sense of acceptance and reduce intergroup boundaries (Munniksma et al., 2023). 
Second, the development of peer-support interventions is crucial, particularly for Malay 
students who may feel less confident or prepared for cross-cultural engagement due to 
homogeneous schooling backgrounds. Structured peer networks, support groups, and 
facilitated dialogue circles can create safe and supportive spaces where students receive 
emotional and social reinforcement (Woo et al., 2020). Third, the study highlights the 
value of intercultural literacy training, including short courses, workshops, and co-
curricular modules that focus on cultural sensitivity, stereotype reduction, and effective 
intercultural communication. Such training can build students’ empathy and reduce 
identity-based anxieties, thereby promoting more positive cross-ethnic interactions 
(Noor & Leong, 2013). Lastly, IHLs must prioritise the creation of an inclusive campus 
climate by providing accessible social spaces, institutional support systems, and routine 
interethnic activities that normalise and sustain cross-group engagement. This includes 
policies that actively discourage discrimination and promote equitable participation 
across ethnic groups, reinforcing the university’s role as a transformative space for 
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social cohesion (Maaruf et al., 2013). Collectively, these practical implications provide a 
comprehensive framework for higher education institutions to strengthen belonging, 
reduce social distance, and cultivate inclusive social identities among students in 
multicultural Malaysia. 
 
7. Conclusion 
 
This study underscores that the need to belong is a critical psychological factor 
influencing the formation of social identity and the interaction patterns of Malay 
students in Malaysian IHLs. Through the integration of Social Identity Theory (SIT), the 
study demonstrates that inclusive social identities are more likely to emerge when 
students feel accepted, supported, and valued within the campus community. Factors 
such as peer support, campus social experiences, and cultural norms are identified as 
key elements that reinforce social identification processes and account for variations in 
cross-ethnic interactions. 
 
The findings provide an important theoretical foundation for future research that 
incorporates additional mediating and moderating variables such as social efficacy, 
cultural openness, and perceptions of intergroup threat. From a practical standpoint, 
this study calls on IHLs to design holistic strategies that prioritize belonging, structured 
interethnic interaction, and social skills development as core elements of social 
integration. Overall, this work enhances our understanding of social identification 
processes among Malay students and offers a solid basis for policies and interventions 
that support ethnic harmony and more inclusive social relations in Malaysia. 
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