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Article 
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Early Adolescence: Understanding the Mediating 
Role of School Belonging  
Hadi Samadieh *, Farhad Tanhaye Reshvanloo, Mehdi Rezaei and Sefa Bulut 

ftreshvanloo@gmail.com (F.T.R); mehdi.rezaei15@birjand.ac.ir (M.R.); sefa.bulut@ihu.edu.tr (S.B.) 
* Correspondence: h.samadieh@birjand.ac.irl   

Abstract: Previous research has explored the link between social support and well-being extensively. 
However, there is limited focus on how perceived social support (PSS) influences internalizing (INT) 
and externalizing (EXT) problems, as well as prosocial behaviors (PB), particularly during early 
adolescence. Moreover, the specific mechanisms through which PSS impacts adolescent mental 
health remain unclear. This study aimed to investigate how school belonging (SB) mediates the 
relationship between perceived social support and internalizing/externalizing problems and 
prosocial behaviors. A total of 807 seventh and eighth grade students (373 boys and 434 girls) from 
six schools in İstanbul, Turkey were recruited using convenience sampling. Participants were asked 
to complete a series of questionnaires. Results indicated that PSS influenced adolescent well-being 
through SB as a mediator. Family support enhanced school belonging (β = 0.284), which led to lower 
internalizing (β = -0.401) and externalizing problems (β = -0.269) while increasing prosocial behaviors 
(β = 0.232). Friend support was directly linked to higher externalizing problems (β = 0.132). Support 
from significant others strengthened school belonging (β = 0.247) and prosocial behaviors (β = 0.073) 
while reducing internalizing (β = -0.140) and externalizing problems (β = -0.216). Indirect effects 
confirmed family and significant other support influenced behavioral outcomes through school 
belonging, with all indirect effects statistically significant (p < 0.001). PSS explained 21% of the 
variance in school belonging, while internalizing, externalizing, and prosocial behaviors were 
explained by 22%, 14%, and 7%, respectively. These findings underscore the protective role of school 
belonging, emphasizing its importance in adolescent emotional and behavioral development.  

Keywords: perceived social support; school belonging; internalizing and externalizing problems; 
prosocial behaviors; early adolescence 
 

Introduction 

Adolescence is a critical developmental period characterized by notable physical, cognitive, 
social and emotional changes. Nonetheless, early adolescence, covering ages 10 to 14, frequently 
remains overlooked (Blum et al., 2014). Notably, approximately 50% of all psychological disorder 
cases emerge during this period, particularly before reaching the age of 14 (Kågström et al., 2023). 
The World Health Organization (2021) reports that about 14% of adolescents suffer from mental 
health conditions, which account for 13% of the global disease burden in this age group. The primary 
causes of illness and disability among teenagers are depression, anxiety, and behavioral disorders. 
High schools are pivotal in shaping adolescents' development, providing not only academic 
instruction but also essential social and emotional support (Allen et al., 2018). Moreover, research 
indicates that inclusive and supportive high school environments can mitigate the adverse effects of 
social stressors, promoting better mental health outcomes (Arslan, 2018). Therefore, high schools are 
essential in fostering adolescents' overall development and addressing mental health challenges. 
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Internalizing and externalizing problems are two broad categories of psychological issues that 
manifest differently in individuals. Internalizing problems are inwardly directed and include 
conditions such as depression, anxiety, and social withdrawal. On the other hand, externalizing 
problems are outwardly directed and encompass behaviors such as aggression, delinquency, and 
hyperactivity (Forns et al., 2011). These issues often result in significant emotional distress and poor 
outcomes across life including criminal convictions, alcohol use disorders, and suicidal ideation 
(Clapham & Brausch, 2024; Commisso et al., 2024; Meque et al., 2019). Adolescence also presents a 
key period for fostering prosocial behaviors, which involve voluntary actions intended to benefit and 
assist others (Van der Graaff et al., 2018). These behaviors are crucial in shaping positive interpersonal 
relationships among adolescents (Carlo, 2013). Studies have indicated that factors such as the quality 
of relationships with parents, family members, and friends, social support, psychological flexibility, 
and positive affect can significantly predict prosocial behaviors in adolescents (Haller et al., 2022; van 
Meegen et al., 2024) 

The mental health status of children and adolescents in Turkey has emerged as a significant 
concern. Findings from a meta-analysis and systematic review on the prevalence of psychological 
disorders in Europe indicate that Turkish children and adolescents exhibit higher rates of anxiety 
disorders (9.13%) and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) (21.8%) compared to their 
counterparts in other European countries (Sacco et al., 2022). In a comprehensive epidemiological 
study, it was determined that the prevalence of psychopathology among children and adolescents in 
Turkey is 37.6% when the impairment criterion is excluded, and 17.1% when it is included. These 
figures are slightly higher than those reported in previous global and national studies, highlighting 
the specific challenges Turkish adolescents face (Ercan et al., 2019).  

The ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 2005) emphasizes the multiple environmental 
systems that influence an individual's development, including the microsystem (e.g., family, school), 
mesosystem (interactions between microsystems), exosystem (external environments that indirectly 
affect development), and macrosystem (cultural and societal influences). Additionally, the Self-
Determination Theory (SDT) posits that fulfilling the basic psychological needs for autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness is essential for optimal development and well-being (Ryan & Deci, 
2000). In this context, social support plays a crucial role because of its association with mental health 
(Acoba, 2024). More specifically, evidence suggests that school belonging acts as a mediator between 
social support and mental health outcomes including academic involvement and resilience (Allen et 
al., 2018; Li & Li, 2024; Vargas-Madriz & Konishi, 2021). However, there remains a gap in our 
understanding regarding the role of school belongingness in the relationship between social support 
from various sources (friends, family, and significant others) and more proximal variables to mental 
health, such as internalizing, externalizing, and prosocial behaviors among adolescents. Accordingly, 
the current research aimed to explore how school belonging mediates the relationship between social 
support and adolescents' emotional-behavioral outcomes.  

The Influence of Social Support on Internalizing, Externalizing, and Prosocial Behavior 

Social support refers to stable social networks that offer feelings of security, positive emotions, 
and self-efficacy. It encompasses the perception that support is accessible during times of stress 
(Cohen, 2004). In other words, recognizing the availability of social support enhances an individual's 
ability to effectively manage challenging situations (Demaray & Malecki, 2002). Numerous studies 
have established a positive link between perceived social support and mental health among patients 
(Li et al., 2025), adults aged 18-64 (Vaitsiakhovich et al., 2025), university students (McLean et al., 
2023), and adolescents (Petersen et al., 2023). When adolescents perceive strong social support 
networks, they experience better mental well-being, reduced stress, and improved emotional 
regulation (Li & Hu, 2023). Therefore, given that social support acts as a buffer against the negative 
impact of stressors and enhances overall psychological functioning, research on social support has 
also been extended to the internalizing, externalizing, and prosocial behaviors (Attar-Schwartz et al., 
2019; Fu et al., 2022). Empirical studies have demonstrated that adolescents who express greater 
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levels of social support are less prone to experiencing internalizing and externalizing difficulties 
(Lyell et al., 2020; Mancini et al., 2016; Tandon et al., 2013).  

Perceived social support can be derived from multiple sources, including family, friends, and 
significant others (Cobo-Rendón et al., 2020). Studies have indicated that higher levels of social 
support by family are associated with fewer depressive symptoms among adolescents (Mancini et 
al., 2016); higher psychological well-being in both children (Yan et al., 2024) and university students 
(Chaudhry et al., 2024); and a higher level of academic success among university students (Roksa & 
Kinsley, 2019).   

In addition to the crucial role of family support, the support of friends plays a significant role in 
the mental health of adolescents, particularly during early adolescence. Adolescents who have 
supportive friends exhibit reduced internalizing problems (Bernasco et al., 2021) and a stronger sense 
of school belonging (Vargas-Madriz & Konishi, 2021). Moreover, Adolescents with less favorable 
perceptions of social support have been at greater risk of delinquency and bullying (Scholte et al., 
2001); have demonstrated reduced prosocial behavior (Mu & Du, 2024); have indicated less school 
adjustment (Azpiazu et al., 2024); and have reported less psychological well-being (Petersen et al., 
2023).  

Nevertheless, although earlier research has highlighted the beneficial impact of family and 
friend support on mental health, conflicting outcomes have emerged from other studies. On one 
hand, some studies have indicated that having supportive friends does not necessarily protect 
adolescents from mental health difficulties (Bhui et al., 2017; Brendgen & Poulin, 2018). On the other 
hand, additional research has indicated that family support does not significantly mitigate 
internalizing and externalizing problems among all adolescents (Gariepy et al., 2016). While 
variations across studies may partly stem from differences in the measurement tools used to assess 
social support, a significant factor is the dynamic and fluctuating nature of relationships during 
adolescence (Gariepy et al., 2016). Besides these inconsistencies, existing research has demonstrated 
that the association between perceived social support and different mental health indicators may be 
mediated by additional factors (Acoba, 2024).  

The Mediating Role of School Belonging  

School belonging refers to the extent to which students feel personally accepted, respected, 
included, and supported by others in the school social environment (Goodenow & Grady, 1993). 
School belonging significantly influences adolescent development, particularly in terms of identity 
formation, psychosocial adjustment, and the transition to adulthood (Allen et al., 2016). Research has 
indicated that higher levels of school belonging during adolescence are linked to better psychological 
adjustment, fewer physical symptoms, and better grades (Vang & Nishina, 2022), lower levels of 
depressive symptoms (Haddadi Barzoki, 2024), greater academic achievement and emotional well-
being (Song et al., 2024).  

Given the significant psychosocial implications of school belonging, there is growing attention 
toward implementing programs that enhance students' sense of belonging (Sanders & Munford, 
2016) and identifying the key determinants (Högberg et al., 2021). For instance, adolescents who 
perceive support from their family, friends, and other social connections tend to experience greater 
security and acceptance. This positive perception can contribute to their sense of belonging within a 
group or school context (Chemers et al., 2001). In contrast, prior studies have indicated that enhancing 
the sense of school belonging is linked to reduced internalizing and externalizing problems among 
adolescents (Yıldırım et al., 2023).  

However, although the associations between social support and school belonging, and between 
school belonging and mental health, have been well documented, only recently attention has shifted 
to the indirect effects of school belonging as a potential mediator. Additionally, existing studies have 
often overlooked the distinct roles of perceived social support from family versus friends. This 
separation is crucial because different sources of support may impact mental well-being differently. 
Moreover, the relationship between perceived social support and mental health has been explored 
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broadly, without sufficient attention to specific components. For instance, internalizing problems 
(such as emotional difficulties and peer-related issues) and externalizing problems (including 
hyperactivity and behavioral challenges) have not been thoroughly investigated concerning social 
support. Additionally, the study of prosocial behaviors as a protective outcome remains relatively 
understudied. To address these gaps, innovative research should delve into the nuanced effects of 
social support from various sources on specific mental health outcomes, providing insights for 
targeted interventions.  

The Current Study 

This study aimed to investigate the mediating role of school belonging in the relationship 
between perceived social support and specific mental health outcomes. Our central hypotheses posit 
that higher levels of perceived social support will be associated with reduced internalizing problems 
(i.e., emotional and peer problems), fewer externalizing problems (i.e., hyperactivity and conduct 
problems), and increased prosocial behaviors. Furthermore, we anticipate that school belonging will 
serve as a significant mediator, linking social support to these mental health outcomes. By examining 
these dynamics, our research aims to contribute valuable insights for targeted interventions and 
promote adolescent well-being.  

 

Figure 1. Conceptual model. Note. Solid lines indicate hypothesized mediating paths and dashed lines indicate 
direct paths from social support to mental health. 

Method  

Participants and Procedure  

According to Kline (2023) that the sample size for path analysis should be 10 times the number 
of parameters, our study included 780 participants. To ensure robustness and account for potential 
attrition, we increased the sample size to 807 participants. The final sample included 807 volunteer 
students from some middle schools in Turkey, selected through convenience sampling. A total of 807 
seventh and eighth-grade students (373 boys and 434 girls) with an average age of 13.13 years and an 
age range of 11 to 14 were included in our study. Among them, 104 were immigrants (35 girls and 69 
boys), 692 were Turkish, and data for 11 participants were missing. Of the participants, 562 (69.6%) 
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were enrolled in public schools, while 245 (30.4%) were in private schools. The breakdown by school 
type showed that 236 (29.2%) attended girls' schools, 212 (26.3%) attended boys' schools, and 290 
(35.9%) attended mixed-gender schools. Additionally, 69 participants (8.6%) attended the same 
school but were in separate classes for girls and boys. 

First, ethical approval was obtained from the Ibn Haldun University Institutional Review Board. 
Then, the Provincial İstanbul Education Board was contacted, and the research instruments, 
procedures, and processes were submitted in writing. Upon receiving written permission, middle 
school principals were approached, and meetings were held to discuss the project. Schools that 
agreed to participate were selected as candidates. An invitation letter explaining the study's purpose 
and process was sent to parents, who were asked to sign a parental consent form if they agreed to 
participate. Professional school counselors administered the paper-pencil questionnaires to the 
students. Participants were informed about the voluntary nature of the study and assured of 
confidentiality. They were instructed not to write their names or any identifiable information on the 
questionnaires and to place the completed surveys in an envelope on the classroom table. Completing 
the questionnaires took approximately one class period (40 minutes). School counselors were 
available to provide assistance or explanations as needed. Data collection was conducted 
simultaneously across all schools during the 2022-2023 academic year. Participation was voluntary, 
and students did not receive any incentives or penalties based on their participation. 

Measurement 

Perceived social support. We administered the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social 
Support (MSPSS) to measure perceptions of support from three sources, family, friends and 
significant other. This scale was constructed by Zimet et al. (1988), and Başol (2008) translated and 
revised it to be suitable for Turkish people. It consists of 12 items, with each subscale containing 4 
items, rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 'very strongly disagree' (1) to 'very strongly agree' 
(7). Scoring is done by summing the responses for each subscale, with higher scores indicating greater 
perceived social support. The MSPSS has demonstrated good internal consistency, test-retest 
reliability, and construct validity (Başol, 2008; Zimet et al., 1988). Example items include “My family 
really tries to help me” or “I can talk about my problems with friends”.  Cronbach’s alpha values for 
the total scale and subscales (family, friends, significant others) in this study were 0.86, 0.72, 0.68, and 
0.67, respectively. 

School belonging: We adopted the Turkish version of the Psychological Sense of School 
Membership Scale (PSSM), developed by Goodenow (1993) and translated by Sari (2012), to evaluate 
subjective sense of school membership in early- and mid-adolescent students. It assesses the extent 
to which students feel like an accepted, respected, and valued part of their school context. PSSM 
consists of 18 items divided into two subscales: "Belonging" and "Rejection". Responses are scored on 
a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 'not at all true (1) to 'completely true (5). Negatively worded five 
items (items 3, 6, 9, 12, and 16) are reverse scored. The item scores are summed and then divided by 
18 to yield an average item score. The PSSM includes items that involve not only perceived liking, 
personal acceptance, and inclusion (e.g., “Most teachers at this school are interested in me”, “I feel 
like a real part of this school”) but also respect and encouragement for participation (e.g., “People 
here notice when I’m good at something”, “Other students in this school take my opinions 
seriously”). Cronbach’s alpha internal consistency coefficients of the scale were ranging from .77 to 
.88 for different samples (Goodenow, 1993). The PSSM scale was found to be reliable for other 
cultures and languages as much as the original English version. For example, alpha values ranged 
from .71 to .94 for English versions; alpha value was .77 for Spanish version, .84 for Turkish version, 
and it was .89 for Chinese version (Cheung, 2004; Sari, 2012). Cronbach’s alpha values for the total 
scale in this study was 0.70.  

Internalizing, externalizing and prosocial behaviors: We used the self-report version of the 
Strengths & Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ), developed by Goodman (1997) and translated into 
Turkish by Güvenir et al. (2008), to measure child and adolescent mental health and behavioral 

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org)  |  NOT PEER-REVIEWED  |  Posted: 3 April 2025 doi:10.20944/preprints202504.0308.v1

https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202504.0308.v1


 6 of 17 

 

problems. The SDQ aims to identify behavioral problems and strengths to assist in the early diagnosis 
and intervention of developmental, emotional, and behavioral issues. It consists of 25 items divided 
into five subscales: Emotional Symptoms, Conduct Problems, Hyperactivity/Inattention, Peer 
Relationship Problems, and Prosocial Behavior. Each item is scored on a 3-point Likert scale (0 = not 
true, 1 = somewhat true, 2 = certainly true), resulting in a total difficulty score and a prosocial score. 
A small number of items are reversed scored. A total difficulties score is obtained by adding the 
scores for all but the prosocial behavior scale. The possible range of scores for each of the subscales 
is 0–10, and for the total difficulties score it is 0–40. Cut-off scores distinguishing normal, borderline, 
and abnormal adjustment vary between informant versions, and across subscales and the total 
difficulties score. The SDQ has demonstrated good psychometric properties, including reliability and 
validity, across different cultures (Bourdon et al., 2005; Goodman, 1997; Güvenir et al., 2008). Example 
items include “I try to be nice to other people” (Prosocial Behavior), “I am often unhappy, depressed, 
or tearful” (Emotional Symptoms), or “I am restless, I cannot stay still for long” 
(Hyperactivity/Inattention). Cronbach’s alpha values for the total scale and subscales (internalizing, 
externalizing, prosocial) in this study were 0.71, 0.73, 0.72, and 0.69, respectively.   

Analysis  

The data were analyzed using SPSS. 27 and AMOS.24. The normality of the variables was 
assessed prior to conducting the statistical analysis. The findings demonstrated that all variables 
followed a normal distribution. Accordingly, the data analysis was conducted in several sequential 
steps. First, the descriptive statistics and correlation coefficients between the variables were analyzed. 
Second, constructed a Path Analysis to analyze the relationship between perceived social support 
and internalizing and externalizing problems and prosocial behaviors as well as the mediating roles 
of school belonging. The bias-corrected percentile bootstrap method (n = 5000) to test the 95% 
confidence interval (CI) of the indirect effect was applied. Model fit was evaluated by CMIN/DF 
lower than 5; RMSEA lower than 0.05; and GFI, CFI, IFI, and AGFI higher than 0.90.  

Results 

Descriptive Analysis and Correlation Analysis 

Table 1 shows the results of descriptive statistics and correlation matrix. The results indicated 
that perceived support from family, friends, and others, school belonging, and prosocial behaviors 
were positively correlated with each other. The relationship between these variables and 
internalizing and externalizing problems is negative (p < 0.001). 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and Pearson correlations of the study variables (n = 806). . 

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
1. Perceived support- Family 1       
2. Perceived support- Friends 0.67** 1      
3. Perceived support- Others 0.47** 0.66** 1     
4. School belonging 0.40** 0.37** 0.38** 1    
5. Internalizing problems -0.27** -0.28** -0.29** -0.45** 1   
6. Externalizing problems -0.18** -0.13** -0.24** -0.33** 0.36** 1  
7. Prosocial behaviors 0.17** 0.15** 0.16** 0.26** -0.12** -0.30** 1 
M 4.66 4.16 5.01 62.06 6.27 6.94 7.82 
SD 1.44 1.55 1.31 12.30 3.50 2.97 1.68 

**P < 0.01; *p <0.05. 
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Mediation Model 

Path analysis was employed to examine the mediating role of school belonging in the 
relationship between perceived support from family, friends, and others, and internalizing problems, 
externalizing problems, and prosocial behaviors. First, the direct effects of perceived support from 
family, friends, and others, and school belonging on internalizing and externalizing problems, as well 
as prosocial behaviors, were examined. The goodness-of-fit of the model was not acceptable 
(CMIN/DF = 30.527, RMSEA = 0.191, GFI = 0.970, CFI = 0.944, IFI=0.945, AGFI = 0.724). The perceived 
support from family did not have a significant direct effect on internalizing and externalizing 
problems as well as prosocial behaviors. The perceived support from friends did not have a 
significant effect on school belonging, internalizing problems, and prosocial behaviors (p > 0.05). In 
addition, there was covariance between the error of internalized problems and externalized 
problems, as well as between externalized problems and prosocial behaviors. Therefore, the model 
was revised by eliminating nonsignificant paths and introducing covariances between error terms 
(Figure 1). The revised model fit was excellent with CMIN/DF = 1.195, RMSEA = 0.016, GFI = 0.997, 
CFI = 0.999, IFI= 0.999, AGFI = 0.988.  

 
Figure 2. The revised mediation model. 

The figure illustrates that perceived support from family has a direct and positive effect on 
school belonging (β = 0.284). Perceived support from friends exerts a direct and positive influence on 
externalizing problems (β = 0.132). Perceived support from significant individuals has a direct 
positive effect on both school belonging (β = 0.247) and prosocial behaviors (β = 0.073), while 
demonstrating a direct negative effect on both internalizing (β = -0.140) and externalizing problems 
(β = -0.216). Furthermore, school belonging showed a direct negative effect on internalizing (β = -
0.401), and externalizing problems (β = -0.269), but a direct positive effect on prosocial behaviors (β = 
0.232). Then, the indirect effects of perceived support from family, friends, and others on internalizing 
and externalizing problems and prosocial behaviors, mediated by school belonging, were examined 
(Table 2).  

Table 2. Indirect effects of PSS on Int and Ext Probs and prosocial behaviors. 

Indirect paths Effect 
values 

P Boot 
LLCI 

Boot 
ULCI 

Perceived support- Family → School belonging → Internalizing 
 

-0.114 < 
 

-
 

-
 Perceived support- Family → School belonging → Externalizing 

 
-0.084 < 

 
-

 
-

 Perceived support- Family → School belonging → Prosocial 
 

0.066 < 
 

0.042 0.095 
Perceived support- Others → School belonging → Internalizing 

 
-0.099 < 

 
-

 
-

 Perceived support- Others → School belonging → Externalizing 
 

-0.073 < 
 

-
 

-
 Perceived support- Others → School belonging → Prosocial 

 
0.057 < 

 
0.037 0.084 
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Note: LLCI = Lower limit confidence interval; ULCI = Upper limit confidence interval. 

Table 2 shows that the indirect effects of perceived support from family on internalizing 
problems (β = -0.114), externalizing problems (β = -0.084), and prosocial behaviors (β = 0.066) are 
significant. the indirect effects of perceived support from others on internalizing problems (β = -
0.099), externalizing problems (β = -0.073), and prosocial behaviors (β = 0.057) are significant, also. 
All indirect effects are statistically significant (p < 0.001). Perceived support from family, friends, and 
significant others could explain 21% of the variance in school belonging. The explained variance of 
internalizing problems, externalizing problems, and prosocial behaviors based on perceived social 
support and school belonging was 22%, 14%, and 7%, respectively. 

Discussion  

The findings of this study underscore the critical role of perceived social support in shaping 
adolescents' emotional and behavioral outcomes. Support from family emerged as a key factor in 
fostering a sense of school belonging, which, in turn, was linked to lower internalizing and 
externalizing problems and increased prosocial behaviors. While support from friends contributed 
directly to externalizing problems, support from significant individuals played a more complex role, 
positively influencing school belonging and prosocial behaviors while simultaneously reducing both 
internalizing and externalizing problems. Additionally, school belonging itself served as a significant 
protective factor, mitigating internalizing and externalizing problems and enhancing prosocial 
behaviors. The indirect effects further highlight the intricate pathways through which social support 
influences adolescent well-being, emphasizing the mediating function of school belonging in these 
relationships. These findings will be discussed in greater depth in the following sections.   

Social Support and Adolescents' Well-Being  

Perceived support from family had a significant positive effect on school belonging and 
indirectly reduced internalizing and externalizing problems while fostering prosocial behaviors. This 
aligns with previous research emphasizing the stabilizing role of familial support in adolescent 
development (Attar-Schwartz et al., 2019; van Meegen et al., 2024; Xin et al., 2024). A strong sense of 
family support contributes to school belonging, which acts as a protective factor against negative 
emotional and behavioral outcomes (Li & Li, 2024). Family support fosters emotional security, 
allowing adolescents to navigate social and academic challenges more effectively, reinforcing healthy 
coping mechanisms in the presence of stressors (Lyell et al., 2020; Schüürmann & Goagoses, 2022).  

Unlike family support, perceived support from friends was directly associated with 
externalizing behaviors. This pattern reflects previous findings indicating that peer relationships, 
particularly in adolescence, may encourage risk-taking behaviors and social dominance, leading to 
more externalizing problems (Fortuin et al., 2015; Korol et al., 2020). While friendships offer 
emotional support, they may also involve social reinforcement of aggressive or defiant behavior, 
particularly in environments where peer influence is strong. This suggests that adolescents may 
prioritize peer acceptance, even at the expense of behavioral regulation.   

Support from significant individuals (e.g., mentors, teachers, or extended family) played a dual 
role. It positively influenced school belonging and prosocial behaviors while mitigating internalizing 
and externalizing problems. This finding is consistent with previous studies demonstrating that non-
parental adult support contributes to resilience and adaptive functioning in adolescents (Beam et al., 
2002; Bowers et al., 2014). The ability of significant others to act as social buffers may help adolescents 
feel emotionally supported beyond their immediate family environment, reinforcing prosocial 
behavior and reducing maladaptive responses to stress.  

The results align well with Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 2005), which posits that 
different layers of social influence interact to shape adolescent development. Family, friends, and 
significant others represent micro-level social systems that influence emotional adjustment, school 
belonging, and behavioral regulation. According to social learning theory, adolescents who receive 
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consistent emotional support from family, friends, or significant others are more likely to adopt and 
exhibit similar altruistic and prosocial behaviors in their interactions. Recent longitudinal research 
has documented this connection, demonstrating that adolescents with strong social support networks 
tend to engage in more prosocial behaviors (van Meegen et al., 2024). A six-year study of Dutch 
adolescents found that those with supportive family members and friends who modeled prosocial 
behavior exhibited higher levels of such behaviors themselves (van Meegen et al., 2024). Adolescents 
with a reliable support system experience a greater sense of acceptance and emotional security, which 
facilitates open communication and emotional expression. This increased psychological stability 
serves as a protective factor, reducing the likelihood of emotional and behavioral difficulties. The role 
of school belonging as a mediator aligns with Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000), which 
highlights the importance of relatedness in fostering well-being and engagement in social 
environments.    

The Mediating Role of School Belonging  

Our findings emphasize the crucial mediating function of school belonging in the relationship 
between perceived social support and internalizing, externalizing, and prosocial behaviors in 
adolescents. Specifically, adolescents who perceive stronger support from family and significant 
others are more likely to develop a sense of belonging within their school environment, which, in 
turn, influences their emotional and behavioral outcomes. This finding aligns with previous research 
(Reyes & Reyes, 2023; Tomás et al., 2020; Vargas-Madriz et al., 2023) and is well-supported by 
attachment theory. Adolescents who perceive strong social support from friends, family, and 
significant others develop a solid foundation for building healthy relationships and a sense of 
security across different environments, including school. This supportive network fosters feelings of 
self-worth and usefulness within the school setting, reinforcing their perception of school as a 
positive space for personal growth.  

School belonging was found to negatively predict internalizing and externalizing behaviors 
while positively influencing prosocial behaviors. This suggests that when adolescents feel 
emotionally connected to their school, they experience fewer symptoms of anxiety and depression 
(internalizing problems) and engage in fewer aggressive or disruptive behaviors (externalizing 
problems). Instead, they demonstrate more prosocial behaviors, such as helping and cooperating 
with peers. These findings align with Goodenow and Grady’s (1993) seminal work on school 
belonging, which has shown that a strong sense of belonging to the school community serves as a 
protective factor against psychological distress. The results also parallel research by Allen et al. (2018), 
which found that higher levels of school belonging are associated with reduced emotional and 
behavioral problems, highlighting its role in fostering a positive developmental trajectory for 
adolescents.   

A particularly noteworthy finding is that family support did not directly influence internalizing, 
externalizing, or prosocial behaviors but instead operated entirely through school belonging. This 
suggests that while family support fosters a sense of security and connection in adolescents, its impact 
on behavioral outcomes is largely dependent on how well adolescents feel integrated into their school 
environment. In other words, adolescents who perceive strong family support may internalize 
positive values and emotional resilience, but unless they feel a sense of belonging in school, they may 
not fully translate these benefits into external behavioral adjustments. This finding is consistent with 
the Bioecological Model of Human Development (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007), which posits that 
developmental outcomes result from the dynamic interactions between microsystems, such as family 
and school. While the family serves as an initial source of emotional support, the school context plays 
a critical role in shaping adolescents' broader social and behavioral experiences. Previous studies, 
such as those by Wilkinson-Lee et al. (2011) and Yao (2024), similarly report that adolescents with 
strong familial ties but weak school belonging continue to experience lower prosocial behavior, 
underscoring the necessity of school engagement in translating parental support into positive 
behavioral outcomes.  
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The study’s findings can be best understood within the framework of Self-Determination Theory 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000), which highlights belonging as a core psychological need essential for emotional 
and behavioral well-being. According to this theory, adolescents require meaningful connections 
within their environment to experience psychological growth. While family support lays the 
foundation for emotional health, school belonging provides the external social validation necessary 
to regulate emotions and behaviors effectively. Without a sense of belonging in school, adolescents 
may struggle to apply the benefits of family support to their broader social interactions.  

Moreover, the Social Support Theory (Cohen & Wills, 1985) helps explain why different sources 
of support (family, friends, and significant others) have varied effects on adolescent behavior. While 
family support fosters emotional stability, it must be complemented by peer and institutional support 
to fully protect against maladaptive behaviors. The fact that friend support was linked directly to 
externalizing behaviors suggests that peer influence can both reinforce and challenge behavioral 
norms, consistent with previous research highlighting the dual effects of peer relationships on 
adolescent development (Fortuin et al., 2015).  

Implications  

This study offers novel insights into the intricate relationships between perceived social support, 
school belonging, and adolescent behavioral outcomes, highlighting the mediating role of school 
belonging as a key mechanism shaping internalizing, externalizing, and prosocial behaviors. Unlike 
prior research that primarily examines direct effects of social support, this study emphasizes how 
school belonging serves as a critical pathway through which family and significant others exert their 
influence. The findings suggest that while family support does not directly impact behavioral 
outcomes, it fosters a stronger sense of belonging, which in turn reduces psychological distress and 
maladaptive behaviors while enhancing prosocial tendencies. Similarly, support from significant 
individuals plays a dual role in shaping both emotional well-being and positive behavioral 
engagement. The practical implications are substantial—educators, policymakers, and mental health 
professionals can leverage these insights to design targeted interventions that enhance school 
belonging as a protective factor against emotional and behavioral difficulties. Strengthening school 
bonding initiatives and fostering supportive peer and mentor relationships may serve as effective 
strategies to mitigate externalizing and internalizing problems while promoting prosocial behavior. 
By demonstrating that school belonging mediates these relationships, this study provides a refined 
theoretical framework for understanding adolescent development and underscores the necessity of 
incorporating school climate considerations into social support research and intervention programs. 

Limitations and Future Research Directions  

While this study provides valuable insights into the role of perceived social support and school 
belonging in adolescent behavioral outcomes, several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the 
use of convenience sampling may introduce selection bias, potentially limiting the representativeness 
of the sample. Additionally, the cross-sectional nature of the study prevents causal interpretations, 
as the relationships observed cannot confirm longitudinal effects. The reliance on self-report 
instruments may be subject to social desirability bias, influencing participants' responses regarding 
their experiences of support and school belonging. Furthermore, as the study was conducted in one 
area of Istanbul, the findings may not be generalizable to adolescents in other regions or cities with 
varying socio-cultural contexts. Another limitation is the lack of control for demographic variables, 
such as socioeconomic status, academic performance, and cultural background, which may shape 
adolescents’ perceptions of social support and behavioral tendencies 

Future research should address these limitations by employing longitudinal designs to examine 
the long-term influence of social support and school belonging on adolescent well-being. Expanding 
the sample to diverse geographic regions and including adolescents from different educational 
settings could enhance generalizability. Additionally, integrating multi-informant assessments, such 
as parent, teacher, or peer reports, may provide a more comprehensive understanding of social 
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support dynamics. Further research could also explore cultural variations in school belonging and 
social support effects, considering how different cultural norms shape adolescent relationships and 
behavioral responses. Investigating potential moderators, such as personality traits or coping 
strategies, could deepen the understanding of individual differences in how social support influences 
developmental outcomes.  

Conclusions 

The findings of this study emphasize the critical role of perceived social support in shaping 
adolescent emotional and behavioral outcomes, with school belonging acting as a key mediating 
factor in these relationships. While family and significant others foster a sense of school 
connectedness, this belonging, in turn, contributes to lower internalizing and externalizing problems 
while reinforcing prosocial behaviors. Interestingly, friend support was directly linked to 
externalizing behaviors, highlighting the complex influence of peer relationships. The indirect effects 
further support the idea that social support influences adolescent well-being through the school 
environment, underscoring the importance of fostering supportive academic and social spaces. These 
findings not only expand theoretical understandings of adolescent development but also offer 
practical implications for educators, policymakers, and mental health professionals, emphasizing the 
need for targeted interventions to strengthen school belonging as a protective factor against 
psychological distress and behavioral challenges. By illustrating the nuanced pathways through 
which social support operates, this study contributes to both the academic discourse and the 
development of comprehensive strategies for enhancing adolescent well-being.  
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