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Abstract. This study explored new possibilities for measuring the sense of belonging to the
country and investigated predictors of the sense of belonging to Latvia. Focusing on students’
sense of belonging to the country is explained by two reasons: 1) emigration is the main factor
of depopulation in Latvia; 2) students’ intention to emigrate is the highest among other social
groups. Studies in the field of community psychology present models of the sense of community
and explore intentions to stay in a particular place. Within a new model, different levels of
social systems (from meso- to macro-system) were included into the analysis of predictors of
the sense of belonging to the country. The participants were 205 university students from 18 to
30 (67 % females). On the basis of previous studies, a new measure of the sense of belonging
and perceived context was developed. The results confirmed a complex model of the sense of
belonging in the context of social systems. Higher perceived opportunities at the level of the
country and more positive evaluation of the future of Latvia predicted higher level of the sense
of belonging to Latvia directly. In addition, female students perceived higher level of the sense
of belonging than male students.
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Introduction

The sense of youth’s belonging to the country is a challenge for social
scientists in Latvia because of two reasons. First, in accordance with the Central
Statistical Bureau of Latvia (CSBL, 2016), emigration is the main factor of
depopulation in the country. Projected general loss of the population in 2020 is
about 10 % (Eurostat, European Commission, 2016). Second, sociological studies
(Hazans, 2013; Zepa & Klave, 2011) demonstrate that students are the highest
among other social groups in their intention to emigrate.

Studies in the field of community psychology present models of the sense of
community (e.g., McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Tartaglia, 2006) and investigate
intentions to stay in a particular living place (e.g., Arcidiacono, Procentese, & Di
Napoli, 2007; Pretty, Chipuer, & Bramston, 2003). At the same time, there is a
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limited number of psychological studies on belonging to the country. In addition,
measures of the sense of belonging differ in their content because of specific
research objectives. For example, a study on post-traumatic growth (Dekel &
Nuttman-Shwartz, 2009) included terrorist attacks as a challenge for the sense of
belonging, while study on adolescent immigrants emphasized aspects of their
cultural identity (Tartakovsky, 2009). The aim of this study was to explore new
possibilities for measuring the sense of belonging to the country and to investigate
predictors of the sense of belonging to Latvia.

Sense of belonging to the country and its predicting

It should be noted that there is no uniformity in uses of the concept of
belonging in psychological studies. Community studies represent the sense of
belonging as an element of a broader sense of community involving individual
bounds to the community and identification with it (e.g., McMillan & Chavis,
1986). Some models of the sense of community (Tartaglia, 2006) include
attachment to the community instead of the sense of belonging. At the level of a
society, attachment to the country is also mentioned in studies on patriotism
(Huddy & Khatib, 2007; Schatz, Staub, & Lavine, 1999). More critical view
(Miller, 2003) emphasizes that attachment represents individual feeling, while
belonging relates to social, historical, and territorial connections. Studies on the
sense of community revealed also temporal aspect of the sense of belonging,
which manifests in planning personal future as more or less associated with the
living place (Arcidiacono et al., 2007; Pretty et al., 2003). As a result, in the
current study, the sense of belonging was defined as perceived ties with the
country or the community, which can be measured as the level of association of
personal life with it in the present and in the future.

Theoretical models (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Pinquart & Silbereisen, 2004)
emphasize significance of multiple levels of social systems — from micro- (dyadic
relations) through meso- (for example, family as joined micro-systems) to macro-
system (society) — in understanding social phenomena. Taking ecological systems
theory perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), it is possible to expect that predictors
of the sense of belonging to the country can be revealed at different levels of social
systems. First, perceived support at the level of meso-system should be included
into the analysis (Arcidiacono et al., 2007). Second, the level of a community can
involve perceived opportunities for need fulfilment and individual views of the
future of the community (Arcidiacono et al., 2007; Tartaglia, 2006). In addition,
the sense of belonging to the community can be among the predictors of the sense
of belonging to the country. Third, perception of the situation at the macro-level
(country) seems important element of association of personal life with the
country. It was demonstrated in the study on university students’ views of the
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future of Latvia and Russia (Kolesovs & Kashirsky, 2015). Students from Latvia
mentioned emigration as a topical problem of the country and discussed it in the
context of opportunities for personal development and of belonging to the country
in the future. Connections between perceived contextual opportunities and goal
setting and life planning are also emphasized in the models of future orientation
(Nurmi, 1991) and socialization (Nurmi, 2004). As a result, prediction of the sense
of belonging to the country was planned within a path model presented in
Figure 1.

LEVEL OF
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community Latvia
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Belonging to - Belonging
—] community to Latvia
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Figure 1 A model of predicting the sense of belonging to the country

As Figure 1 demonstrates, connections between similar constructs at the
level of community and of the country were expected (e.g., belonging to the
community can predict belonging to the country). Taking into account the results
of a study on the sense of community (Arcidiacono et al., 2007), perceived meso-
support was considered as impacting any variable at higher levels. Following the
model of future orientation and a sequence of interrelated processes (Nurmi,
1991), perceived contextual opportunities were selected as predictors of
evaluation of the community or of the country. In order to explore the model, it
was analyzed without latent variables. Reliability of the measurements and model
fit were the main focuses of the assessment.

Method

Participants. The participants were 205 university students from 18 to 30
(mean age = 22.19, SD = 2.57, 67 % were females). Students were from Riga and
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Daugavpils, and the most of them (67 %) were studying at their living place. One
fourth (25 %) of participants have completed some level of higher education, 48 %
of participants were employed, 8 % married, 8 % having children, and 61 % of
them indicated their income range above the mean income per person in a
household in Latvia (CSBL, 2014). Students’ mother tongue was Latvian (64 %),
Russian (34 %), or other language or bilingual (2 %). In order to include an
ethnolinguistic group into the analysis, it was performed in a sample of
201students indicating Latvian or Russian language as their mother tongue. The
number of participants was sufficient for the assessment of a model without latent
variables.

Measures. A new questionnaire was based on a combination of measures
presenting personal goals in a context (Kolesovs, 2015) and the Future of Country
Questionnaire, FCQ (Kolesovs & Kashirsky, 2014). The Sense of Belonging in
Social Context Questionnaire was developed in Latvian (see Appendix).
Variables at meso-, community-, and macro-level were assessed on a Likert-type
7-point scale (from 1 = ‘minimal’ to 7 = ‘maximal’).

Macro-level. A new measure of belonging to the country included three
items addressing the level of association of personal life with Latvia in the present
and in the near and distal future. The question was common for three temporal
frames: “To what extent do you associate your life with Latvia?”

Evaluation of the present and of the near and distal future of Latvia was
assessed in accordance with the FCQ. In addition, by analogy with a study on
perceived social context (Kolesovs, 2015), perceived opportunities for fulfilment
of near and distal personal goals in Latvia were assessed by asking “Does Latvia
provide opportunities for fulfilment of your goals?”

Community level. Perceived belonging to the community in the present and
in the near and distal future was assessed by analogy with belonging to the country
asking: “To what extent do you associate your life with your living place?”
Perceived opportunities for fulfilment of near and distal personal goals at the
living place were assessed by asking “Does your living place provide
opportunities for fulfilment of your goals?” Cronbach’s alpha for this measure
was .74 (Kolesovs, 2015). Evaluation of the present and of the future of the living
place was similar to their measures at the macro-level.

Meso-level. Perceived support at the meso-level was evaluated as support for
individual goal attainment provided by parents, siblings, relatives, and friends by
asking “To what extent your goals are supported by people listed below?” (0 =
‘not topical’; 1 = ‘minimal support’; 6 = ‘maximal support’). Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient for the sub-scale was .70 (Kolesovs, 2015).

It should be noted that some measures were not included into the analysis
because of complexity of the model, relatively small number of research
participants, and failures in building a subscale (e.g., one-item measures). As a
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result, attachment to the living place, perceived power and stability of Latvia, and
perceived personal control over the context were excluded from the analysis.

Procedure. Participation in the study was voluntary and anonymous. The
questionnaire was answered without time limit in groups or individually. /BM
SPSS for Windows 22.0 was applied for the assessment of reliability coefficients
and descriptive statistics. Statistical package ‘/avaan’ (0.5-22) for R (Rosseel,
2012) was used for the assessment of the path model.

Results

At the first step, reliability of measures was assessed (Table 1). Cronbach’s
alpha coefficients confirmed sufficient reliability of the subscales.

Table 1 Reliability and descriptive statistics for measures (/V = 205)

Variables Number '} M SD
of items
Meso-level
Perceived support 4 71 3.86 1.25
Level of community
Opportunities for personal goals 2 .80 4.82 1.57
Evaluation of the living place 3 .86 5.07 1.19
Belonging to the living place 3 .80 4.78 1.51
Macro-level (Latvia)
Opportunities for personal goals 2 78 5.35 1.31
Evaluation of Latvia 3 .88 4.37 1.32
Belonging to Latvia 3 78 5.65 1.24

Second, a correlation analysis was performed in order to assess relationships
between SES and the sense of belonging to Latvia. Pearson correlation
coefficients determine positive statistically significant correlation of the sense of
belonging with female gender, 7(203) = .16, p = .023; having children, #(203) =
14, p = .039; studying in Riga, »(203) = .16, p = .023, and the Latvian
ethnolinguistic group, #(199) = .19, p = .006.

Third, the model of predicting of the sense of belonging was tested. The
initial model was extended by demographic variables correlated with the sense of
belonging to Latvia. These demographic indicators were added as exogenous
variables. Satorra-Bentler correction was applied in order to assess model fit
through maximum likelihood method. The model fit was acceptable: y*(4) =
10.38, p =.035, CF1=0.98, TLI = .75, RMSEA = .09 (90 % CI from .03 to .15,
p = .12), SRMR = .023. However, relatively low TLI and broad confidence
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interval for RMSEA indicated a need for the further model development. Figure
2 represents significant regression coefficients and covariates between predictors.

Evaluation 38 - Evaluation
of community of Latvia 14"
14 o7
RZ2= 48
Perceived support Belonging Belonging
at meso-level to community to Latvia
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Notes: Standardized coefficients are presented. Errors and nonsignificant paths are omitted.
*p= 05" p=<.01.7 p=< 001

Having children Latvian group

Figure 2 Path model for the sense of belonging to Latvia on demographic, meso-,
community-, and macro-level variables (n = 201)

Perceived opportunities for fulfilment of personal goals in Latvia, evaluation
of Latvia, and female gender predicted the sense of belonging to Latvia directly.
Belonging to the community was not among significant predictors. At the same
time, higher evaluation of the community predicted higher evaluation of Latvia,
and higher opportunities for personal goals at the level of community predicted
higher opportunities for personal goals in Latvia. Perceived support within a
meso-system was not associated with the sense of belonging to Latvia. This kind
of support was a predictor for more positive evaluation of the situation in the
community only. At the level of community and at the level of Latvia, higher
perceived opportunities for fulfillment of personal goals predicted higher
evaluation of the situation and higher sense of belonging.

Among demographic variables, having children predicted higher evaluation
of the community, studying in Riga predicted higher level of belonging to the
living place, and reporting Latvian as the mother tongue predicted higher
perceived opportunities at the level of the country and lower level of the sense of
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belonging to the community. For the sense of belonging to Latvia, an effect of
ethnolinguistic group was not significant.

Discussion

The results demonstrated that, within the model suggested for the study,
direct predictors of the sense of belonging to Latvia are revealed at the level of
the country. The main predictor is perceived opportunities provided by Latvia for
fulfilment of personal goals. This finding confirms significance of contextual
opportunities in goal setting, planning, and individual socialization (Nurmi, 1991,
2004). By analogy with the study on the sense of community (Arcidiacono et al.,
2007), it 1s possible to hypothesize that young people’s further decisions on the
mobility and emigration are construed on the basis of perceived opportunities
provided by Latvia. Links between satisfaction with opportunities, sense of
belonging to the country, emigration intentions, and following decisions and
action should be tested in the further studies.

Positive view of the future of Latvia as a predictor of a higher sense of
belonging to it confirms lower distancing from the social context in the case of
more optimistic view of its future (Arcidiacono et al., 2007). Negative view of the
future of the country can challenge individual affective ties with it. In this case,
lower sense of belonging reflects some kind of coping with negative expectations
regarding the country, as it was concluded in a study on the future of a country
(Kolesovs & Kashirsky, 2014).

Female university students demonstrated higher sense of belonging to
Latvia. Closer ties with a community in females were revealed in a structural
modelling of the sense of community performed by Tartaglia (2006) and in a
comparison made by Pretty et al. (2003). On the one hand, the results confirm that
females can be more oriented on maintaining closer ties with the social context.
On the other hand, the current study does not confirm that gender predict higher
sense of belonging to the community. Therefore, more detailed analysis of the
effect of gender is in question for the further research.

The sense of belonging to the community does not predict the sense of
belonging to Latvia. It can be concluded that a tie between these senses is not
close. Further exploration of the relationship between senses of belonging should
involve ethnicity of participants because of three findings. First, there is an
association of lower sense of belonging to the community with Latvian group.
Second, the ethnolinguistic group was not a predictor of the sense of belonging to
Latvia. Third, Latvian group perceived higher opportunities for personal goals at
the level of Latvia (the main predictor of the sense of belonging). Therefore,
different patterns of prediction of the sense of belonging to Latvia are possible
within Russian (minority) and Latvian (majority) group.
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A common tendency of prediction of the sense of belonging by perceived
opportunities for personal goals and evaluation of the situation is in accordance
with findings of Arcidiacono et al. (2007). A limited role of perceived meso-
support indicates possible cultural differences between Latvian and Italian views
on family and close relationships.

In comparison with sociological studies, the current study is limited by
representativeness of the sample. Another limitation is associated with a model
suggested for the analysis. The further study can focuses on latent variables and
indirect effects in prediction of the sense of belonging to the country. In addition,
an exploration of intentions to emigrate can be focused on assessment of
perceived opportunities for reaching personal goals outside Latvia.

In summary, developed model of the sense of belonging to the country
reveals its associations with variables at the macro-level. Fostering active
exploration of opportunities for achieving personal goals is the main way of
facilitating students’ belonging to Latvia.
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APPENDIX
The Sense of Belonging in Social Context Questionnaire (SBSCQ)
Aptauja “Piederibas izjiita socialaja konteksta”
Instrukcija: Aptauja ir ieklauti jautajumi par Jiisu priekSstatiem par tagadni un nakotni.
Runa ir par Jusu viedokli, tapéc nevar biit “pareizas” vai “nepareizas” atbildes. Atbildot uz
jautajumiem, lidzu, apvelciet piemérotu atbildes variantu.
JUSU DZIVESVIETA (pilséta, ciemats...)
1. Cik liela méra Jis saistat savu dzivi ar vietu, kura Jis dzivojat?

Minimali Maksimali
Tagad 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Tuvakaja nakotné 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Talakaja nakotné 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
2. Vai Jusu dzivesvieta sniedz iesp&jas Jiisu mérku sasniegSanai?
Nemaz Maksimali
Tuvakie merki 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Attalinatie merki 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
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3. Ludzu, novert&jiet situaciju vieta, kura Jis dzivojat.
Loti Loti

negativa pozitiva
Tagad -3 -2 -1 0 +1 +2 +3
Tuvakaja nakotné -3 -2 -1 0 +1 +2 +3
Talakaja nakotng -3 -2 -1 0 +1 +2 +3

LATVIJA

4. Cik liela méra Jus saistat savu dzivi ar Latviju?

Minimali Maksimali
Tagad 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Tuvakaja nakotne 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Talakaja nakotng 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
5. Vai Latvija sniedz iesp&jas Jusu mérku sasniegSanai?

Nemaz Maksimali
Tuvakie merki 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Attalinatie merki 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
6. Liudzu, novertgjiet situaciju Latvija.*
Loti Loti

negativa pozitiva
Tagad -3 -2 -1 0 +1 +2 +3
Tuvakaja nakotné -3 -2 -1 0 +1 +2 +3
Talakaja nakotné -3 -2 -1 0 +1 +2 +3

* An item from the FCQ (Kolesovs & Kashirsky, 2015, 167).
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