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•	 An ongoing global pandemic and an increasingly polarized society have contributed to people feeling 
less connected and experiencing more mental health stress. Organizations may already see this show 
up in the form of checked-out employees, alienated customers and workplace tension. 

•	 By developing and implementing a strategy for belonging, employers can realize business benefits. 
Fostering belonging enhances employees’ feeling of security and value, with positive effects on retention, 
innovation, productivity and more. Intentional belonging is the next step in the evolution of a company’s 
diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) journey.  

•	 As one of the nation’s few well-trusted institutions, employers may be in the best position to turn back 
the tide on disconnection and division, and foster the healthy civil discourse and civic engagement that 
would further improve conditions for business.

 
Informed by business leaders and nuanced national research, this guide  
is designed to help you:

•	 Understand the current state of belonging in the workplace 

•	 Build a business case for developing a strategy on belonging

•	 Take action to foster belonging and measure your progress

4
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Cultivating Belonging  
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These 5 steps offer a roadmap for employers to cultivate 
belonging in the workplace:

STEP 1
Identify and live your corporate values
Take actions to bring your organization’s mission statement to life, allowing employees to 
experience your stated values in consistent ways. 

STEP 2 
Create a culture of respectful communication
Feeling secure enough to speak freely is a sign of psychological safety and belonging. Invite 
bold conversations at work, even about non-work topics. Modeling vulnerability and continually 
incorporating the language of belonging is fundamental to establishing a safe environment 
and to facilitating difficult conversations.     

STEP 3
Listen to your workers and tailor your approach to their needs
Go deeper than annual surveys and your existing demographic data, and enlist employee 
resource groups (ERGs) and allies to develop programming. Pay attention to frontline workers, 
get feedback from all worker communities, and champion employees’ sense of self. 

STEP 4
Integrate belonging into company structures and policies
Belonging begins with hiring and onboarding, and should extend to employees of all seniority 
levels through mentorship, workstyles that play to employee strengths, and purposeful 
connection. 

STEP 5
Measure your progress for continual improvement and accountability
Once you have a plan for increasing belonging in the workplace, it’s important to set 
transparent metrics. These targets should incorporate feedback from all employee groups, be 
reflected in individual performance objectives, and be considered for public disclosure. 
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By starting this journey towards increased belonging, companies can change workers’ mindsets to 
embrace empathy and actively seek common ground. The potential impact of this work is enormous. 
Thanks to the trust workers place in their employers, coupled with the diverse makeup of the workplace 
and the unrivaled capabilities of the private sector, companies may have the ability to improve employee 
mental health and decrease polarization, all while fostering belonging for the good of the bottom line and 
the country. 
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What Is Belonging  
in the Workplace?

Belonging is many things. It is the comforting feeling of connectedness and inclusion. Belonging is felt as 
a direct result of connection between people and should be cultivated by each member of a group — 
whether coworkers, family or community members. When we belong, we can be different, be our authentic 
selves and know we are valued and welcomed. We trust that our opinions will be respected and that 
we have the freedom to share them openly. In the workplace (and beyond), an additional dimension of 
belonging is knowing we can influence the work we do and co-create with others. 

You may recognize the elements of belonging as also making up psychological safety, one of the pillars of 
a healthy workplace culture. Indeed, psychological safety — “the ability to take risks and be vulnerable” — is 
the basis for belonging.

The Belonging Barometer, a resource from the Center for Inclusion and Belonging and Over Zero, measures 
10 factors of belonging in the workplace: 

6

6.	 Having satisfying relationships 

7.	 Feeling like an “insider” 

8.	 Comfort expressing opinions 

9.	 Feeling treated equally 

10.	 Feeling belonging with co-workers

1.	 Emotional connectedness to your co-workers

2.	 Feeling included 

3.	 Ability to influence decisions 

4.	 Ability to be your authentic self 

5.	 Feeling valued for your contributions

https://www.ccl.org/articles/leading-effectively-articles/what-is-psychological-safety-at-work/
https://uploads-ssl.webflow.com/6010e149d9130a63e7b78adb/62829dc985c46a07f9f9d91e_Workplace%20Mental%20Health%20Playbook.pdf
https://inclusion.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/
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Why It Matters to Employers

Employers should have a strong interest in enhancing belonging: there is a direct link between belonging 
and employee retention, engagement and performance. 

A focus on belonging is also a way forward for organizations grappling with the effects of disconnected 
employees, political polarization, and resistance to change from a diversifying workforce. Company leaders 
tell us that because the desire to belong is universal — at some point in our lives, we’ve all experienced the 
sting of being left out — framing your diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) initiatives around belonging can 
generate more buy-in from skeptical employees.

If employees don’t feel a sense of belonging in the workplace, it can affect their mental health, which has
costly implications for business in productivity, absenteeism and turnover. A 2016 survey found that 24% of 
workers said a divisive political environment led to negative work outcomes, including poor work quality 
and lower productivity. As you’ll see below, building a culture of belonging by strengthening psychological 
safety, has been proven to be the leading driver of successful teams.

Employees also deeply care about belonging and have concerns about polarization. We know that 93% 
of Gen Z globally believe that feeling like they belong at work is important (they make up roughly 20% of 
the US workforce). And a recent study from FiveThirtyEight found that almost 3 in 10 Americans said they 
were worried about extremism and polarization, with 62% of Americans wanting the U.S. to actively reduce 
political polarization.

As an employer, you have strategies available to you to help your employees feel a sense of belonging that 
will make them their best selves in the workplace — and out.

This guide is designed to help you take action.

7

https://uploads-ssl.webflow.com/6010e149d9130a63e7b78adb/62829dc985c46a07f9f9d91e_Workplace%20Mental%20Health%20Playbook.pdf
https://hbr.org/2021/10/how-business-leaders-can-reduce-polarization
https://digitally.cognizant.com/belonging-in-covid-age-gen-z-is-ready-to-make-a-difference-codex6408#:~:text=In%20our%20recent%20global%20survey,even%20more%20important%20than%20pay.
https://digitally.cognizant.com/belonging-in-covid-age-gen-z-is-ready-to-make-a-difference-codex6408#:~:text=In%20our%20recent%20global%20survey,even%20more%20important%20than%20pay.
https://www.greatplacetowork.com/resources/blog/what-we-know-about-gen-z-in-the-workplace
https://www.greatplacetowork.com/resources/blog/what-we-know-about-gen-z-in-the-workplace
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/3-in-10-americans-named-political-polarization-as-a-top-issue-facing-the-country/
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The vast majority of businesses recognize the urgency of fostering a sense of belonging in the 
workplace. According to research from Deloitte, 79% of organizations say increasing belonging is 
“important” or “very important” to their immediate success. Nearly all (93%) agree that belonging drives 
performance.

Mitigating polarization through belonging also bolsters our democracy, and companies rely on a strong 
responsive democracy — it’s inseparable from America’s standing as the world’s largest economy. 

Rising political polarization can have serious ramifications for businesses. Controversial issues showing 
up in the workplace have increased internal conflict. And despite pressure to speak out publicly about 
contentious subjects, such public statements can alienate consumers with opposing views and could 
make the company a target for lawmakers who disagree.

Meanwhile, one of the threats to belonging — a growing epidemic of loneliness — impacts productivity 
and workforce retention. A survey of nearly 6,000 workers by Cigna found that lonely employees miss a 
week more of work than non-lonely co-workers and are almost twice as likely to want to quit within the next 
year.

The Business Case  
for Belonging

Source: Analysis of Cigna Loneliness Index data for employed respondents (5,927 workers).
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https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/focus/human-capital-trends/2020/creating-a-culture-of-belonging.html
https://d2cskp04.na1.hubspotlinksstarter.com/Ctc/OS+113/d2CSkp04/VVxFf21mx2FMVWRPp28PBZTmW6J3_6X4Q0TVgN54gmQh3lScZV1-WJV7CgPSyW6z_PZW7xL8QQW6vRtN51KXFpJW4BTQng5jWxH5VLF4D_380_c6W27wW5M15kPbxW5dCPvT9lKr_XW3W7XlH3-hw84Mv1WmZjpRFrW84fVtw4Bz453W57bZxs2Xz0vqW7jfrgD3RZn_qW8sWtv62Sjl8WN9fs8fHn1Xn4W5pyXHx9lhMLRW7kfh555ykfl-W5pvNsZ3QHlgnW8lb2Nm2z-tt_W2zVnrc7FkdWkW67CGb63fQsTtW82-5Wy6J7l6dW2M31_t4GHM5cW3z4rlC77yrqGVkkYGN1z-mSqW78h-t34xr_YzW4Hp2DW4XvlwMVFmK4T4RcZwYW1fP3yq71s368W9lx0NK6ZdpHQN2z1ydfFTcDJN7-b7lsYTlGY3hX61
https://hbr.org/2021/10/how-business-leaders-can-reduce-polarization
https://newsroom.cigna.com/business-case-addressing-loneliness-workforce
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Loneliness also affects the physical health of your people. Social isolation carries a risk of early death on 
par with smoking, obesity and a lack of exercise. 

But in the challenge, there is also opportunity. Deloitte found that organizations with a culture that 
addresses the full spectrum of belonging — employees’ sense of comfort, connection and contribution — 
are:

•	 2x as likely to meet or exceed financial targets
•	 3x as likely to be high-performing
•	 6x as likely to be innovative and agile
•	 8x as likely to achieve better business outcomes

It’s hard to overstate the importance of psychological safety, the foundation of belonging. Google famously 
studied 180 teams from across its company for over a year, enlisting its top statisticians and researchers to 
find out how to build the perfect team. They found that psychological safety was more important than any 
other factor — any combination of personalities or skills, or even setting clear goals and accountability — to 
a team’s success.

Belonging shows benefits for recruitment, too. Unsurprisingly, when workers feel connected to their 
colleagues and company, valued for their contributions, and able to influence the direction of their work, 
they are more likely than employees with a lower sense of belonging to recommend their workplace to 
another person.

The  Belonging Barometer shows that higher rates of workplace belonging equate to higher rates 
of local and national belonging, translating into stronger trust in each other and our democratic 
institutions. Increased belonging is also associated with more satisfaction with and optimism for 
our democracy. The nation’s economic strength may even depend on this belonging and trust: from 
encouraging investment to reducing social unrest, the strength of our democracy drives economic growth 
and opportunity. 
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Source: Belonging Barometer, Center for Inclusion and Belonging and Over Zero

How likely are you to recommend your job  
to a friend of family member?

https://www.cdc.gov/aging/publications/features/lonely-older-adults.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/focus/human-capital-trends/2020/creating-a-culture-of-belonging.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/28/magazine/what-google-learned-from-its-quest-to-build-the-perfect-team.html
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w20004/w20004.pdf
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How Did We Get Here? 
The State Of Workplace Belonging In America 

With Americans now more likely to move into neighborhoods where people 
look like them, worship like them, and vote like them, the workplace may 
be one of the last places where people from different backgrounds can get 
to know each other.

			      Wendy Feliz
			      Founding Director, Center for Inclusion and Belonging  
			      at the American Immigration Council

A crisis exacerbated by  the pandemic 

Americans were feeling lonely even before the COVID-19 pandemic. Three in five workers in the U.S. 
considered themselves lonely in a 2019 survey sponsored by Cigna, part of a decades-long decline in 
community activity that covers everything from attending religious services to social club membership. 
Additional research has also shown that loneliness increased as a result of pandemic shutdowns and 
isolation — and remained high even as restrictions were relaxed. COVID-19 has likely made permanent 
changes to people’s social lives in ways we are only beginning to understand. 

Polarization from a charged political climate 

As loneliness has increased, so has polarization. Those two trends may be related. Whatever the causes 
of rising polarization are, when everything from elementary school curricula to public health measures to 
trust in elections becomes a matter of partisan division and mutual suspicion, and the perceived distance 
between the two sides grows ever greater, there is a heightened risk of people losing empathy for others 
with an opposing view. 

https://newsroom.cigna.com/business-case-addressing-loneliness-workforce
https://www.jabfm.org/content/jabfp/35/3/593.full.pdf
https://www.brown.edu/news/2020-01-21/polarization
https://www.brown.edu/news/2020-01-21/polarization
https://www.moreincommon.com/media/0fmblxb3/the-perception-gap.pdf
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Workplace Belonging
by race, gender, and socioeconomic status

In fact, from a party perspective, Americans hold misperceptions about one another, meaning not only is 
there a lack of empathy, but partisan assumptions themselves are limiting opportunities for connection. 
More than the mere presence of politics in the workplace, that loss of personal empathy — the all-too-quick 
sorting and dismissal of others based on their beliefs — is a threat to belonging in the workplace.

Socioeconomic status, race and gender as predictors 

The conditions for belonging are systemic, as well. According to the Center for Inclusion and Belonging and 
Over Zero’s forthcoming Belonging Barometer, when socioeconomic status is included, the relationship 
between  race and (lack of) belonging disappears. That said, there are differences in belonging across 
racial and gender lines: Asian Americans and those identifying as gender non-binary report the lowest 
workplace belonging scores in the nation.

11
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https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/3-in-10-americans-named-political-polarization-as-a-top-issue-facing-the-country/
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Workplaces provide an opportunity for positive cross-group contact. 
% of US Residents Who Have One or More Relationships with Someone from a Different...

The Importance of Employers

Employers have trust 
Trust in major institutions is on the decline. The Edelman Trust Barometer puts it in even more stark terms: 
“There is a collapse of trust in democracies.” Decreasing trust and increasing isolation are two sides of the 
same coin, and both are challenges for building belonging. But as trust in government, media, NGOs and 
the business community wanes, “My employer” remains the most trusted institution in the U.S. Employers 
are not only well placed to turn back the trends on belonging — they cannot rely on any other institutions to 
fix the problem.
 
The workplace as a space for connection

Positive social contact across lines of difference is shown to increase empathy and cooperation between 
groups, but in America today we are less likely than ever to be exposed to those unlike us. One force 
potentially working against empathy is people’s lack of exposure to others who are not like them (i.e. in 
race, religion, political preference, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status or national origin). But as 
the Belonging Barometer will show, the workplace remains one of the only consistent spaces with more 
frequent contact between groups from different backgrounds and diverse perspectives. Employers can 
leverage this built-in advantage by cultivating belonging — and the rest of society may depend on them to 
do so.  
 
The workplace is part of the community 
As workplaces foster belonging, they also help to educate, normalize and inspire positive employee 
attitudes and behaviors between people from different backgrounds. This behavior change doesn’t stay 
within the walls of the workplace, but extends into homes, neighborhoods and communities. By practicing 
belonging at work, employees model belonging for their families, friends and neighbors.
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https://www.edelman.com/sites/g/files/aatuss191/files/2022-01/Trust%2022_Top10.pdf
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Five Steps to Cultivating 
Belonging in the Workplace

Belonging doesn’t happen by accident. It’s something that is 
co-created by each of us.

			     	      Christina Rivera Glennon
			     	      Head of DEI Programs and Operations, Levi Strauss & Co

Only 1 in 7 companies report feeling prepared to cultivate belonging, even though they embrace it as a 
priority. Fostering belonging requires commitment, leadership, and careful listening and communication. 
And, when you’re working on belonging, it’s essential to involve employees from across demographic 
identities and historically marginalized communities. 

Remember, your goal is to support your employees’ sense of comfort and contribution in order to unlock 
the full potential of your teams — it’s not to impose conformity or discourage differences of opinion. 
Not everyone at work will share the same beliefs and backgrounds; that’s OK. By creating a culture of 
connection and respect, with clear ground rules for tough conversations, you can harness your employees’ 
diverse skills so they can work together to move your organization forward.

These 5 steps offer a roadmap for your path to cultivating belonging in the workplace.

13

https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/focus/human-capital-trends/2020/creating-a-culture-of-belonging.html
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•	 Communicate your company values. That mission statement you worked so hard on and the values 
that guide your business decisions should be the touchstones that unite your employees, regardless of 
their backgrounds and beliefs. Make sure your company values are communicated at every level, from 
the C-suite on down, and in onboarding materials, your company website, social media and elsewhere. 
 

•	 Establish psychological safety. For a culture of belonging to take root, employees need to know they 
won’t be punished or humiliated for making mistakes or speaking up with ideas, questions or concerns. 
In fact, finding ways to recognize learnings and celebrate differing opinions can bolster this culture. A 
free-flowing environment of psychological safety has the added benefit of strengthening innovation.  

•	 Emphasize cooperation over competition. Collaborative team assignments give workers a reason to 
come together for a common goal despite any differences. It may also give them a chance to get to 
know each other. You can foster this cooperation by praising the work of the team and its individuals, as 
well as by implementing rewards or bonuses based on teamwork.  

•	 Be generous with praise. The Harvard Business Review reports, “Across industries, every measure 
of morale, productivity, performance, customer satisfaction, and employee retention soars when 
managers regularly provide recognition.” Acknowledge employee contributions and successes regularly. 
Be vocal with your gratitude and celebrate employees’ success whenever possible. If employees are 
embarrassed about public recognition, make sure they hear meaningful appreciation one-on-one.  

•	 Start meetings and huddles with an intentional practice of belonging. Just as checking in is valuable 
for mental health, it is highly effective for workplace belonging, too. Research from Ernst & Young shows 
that checking in is even more desired than receiving feedback. In team settings, friendly icebreakers — 
about anything from favorite TV shows to talking about your hometown to family traditions — can open 
conversation, build personal connection, find common ground and surface universal experiences. 

STEP 1  
Identify and Live Your Corporate Values
Implement actions that bring your organization’s mission statement to life.

14

https://hbr.org/2022/09/do-you-tell-your-employees-you-appreciate-them
https://www.ey.com/en_us/diversity-inclusiveness/ey-belonging-barometer-workplace-study
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•	 Create nonpartisan civic engagement opportunities to deepen employee engagement. Company-led 
efforts to increase participation in democracy, through activities like voter registration, voter education 
and recruiting poll workers, have been shown to deepen employee engagement and create purpose. 
Voting and active participation in civic life may also improve mental health and personal resilience. The 
Civic Alliance’s Corporate Civic Playbook offers companies specific, nonpartisan actions they can take to 
cultivate a culture of civic participation. 

•	 Support mental and physical well-being. When you help employees show up as their best selves 
and take a meaningful interest in their well-being, you build connection with workers. Check out the 
Health Action Alliance’s Workplace Mental Health Playbook to build out your company’s comprehensive 
gameplan.

Because we have associates who feel secure in raising their 
hand and saying, ‘I’m thinking about this a little bit differently,’ it 
helps us be innovative and create solutions for all our customers. 

Kelie Charles 
Senior Director - Diversity, Equity and Inclusion, Home Depot

Fueling innovation.

At Home Depot, monthly communications that go to all associates are a platform for leaders to 
intentionally build a culture where every associate feels included and valued for who they are. As that 
culture is built within each team, it’s also built across the company.

https://playbook.civicalliance.com/
https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/how-could-voting-benefit-mental-health
https://playbook.civicalliance.com/
https://uploads-ssl.webflow.com/6010e149d9130a63e7b78adb/62829dc985c46a07f9f9d91e_Workplace%20Mental%20Health%20Playbook.pdf
https://playbook.civicalliance.com/
https://uploads-ssl.webflow.com/6010e149d9130a63e7b78adb/62829dc985c46a07f9f9d91e_Workplace%20Mental%20Health%20Playbook.pdf


16

•	 Invite bold conversations about work. Since part of psychological safety is feeling free to speak up, 
let challenging conversations around work topics take place. With a skilled discussion facilitator, invite 
colleagues to consider experiences and positions that reflect an opposing viewpoint from their own 
to help foster familiarity with an uncomfortable difference in opinion. If this feels daunting, start with 
regularly scheduled sessions where teams are assured they can speak candidly, then build out from 
there. 

•	 Model vulnerability. Taking the risk to speak up makes a person vulnerable. But your employees won’t 
make themselves vulnerable if leaders don’t reflect this behavior first. Share your own vulnerabilities 
with your team, and approach difficult conversations with curiosity. Practicing vulnerability related 
to work has been shown to reduce anxiety and improve performance among executives. As part of 
practicing vulnerability, turn to storytelling. Storytelling is a proven method for building trust and making 
meaningful connections and is a core element of Belonging Begins with Us, which features stories of 
understanding, community and belonging from people across America. The campaign has created 
guidelines for capturing and sharing stories.  

Pro-Tip: Share real stories of how employees foster or feel belonging in the workplace to help model vulnerability at all levels 
and normalize belonging behaviors. Consider other communications moments to invite employees to share personal stories 
of belonging. Greenhouse.io, a small business providing inclusive hiring and onboarding software, frames their commitment 
to DEI as ‘Building Belonging,’ and shares the stories of its employees and their belonging journeys on their website, as part 
promoting inclusivity.

16

STEP 2  
Create a Culture of Respectful Communication
Feeling secure enough to speak freely is a sign of psychological safety and belonging.  
Here’s how to keep even difficult conversations productive.

https://hbr.org/2021/06/4-steps-to-boost-psychological-safety-at-your-workplace
https://bbcostorytelling.com/blog/building-trust-one-story-at-a-time/#:~:text=Storytelling%20is%20one%20of%20the,but%20respond%20positively%20to%20that.
https://belongingbeginswithus.org/
https://belongingbeginswithus.adcouncilkit.org/press-materials/
http://Building Belonging
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•	 Allow difficult conversations on non-work topics, too. Respectful discussions, even around 
controversial topics, can foster belonging. Research has shown that banning talk about politics at work 
is not an effective strategy. In fact, when software company Basecamp reportedly banned discussions 
about social and political issues, some 30% of their employees resigned, reflecting the fact that these 
employees wanted the support to have bold or challenging conversations. 

		  A collaboration of the Aspen Institute Citizenship and American Identity 
Program, Allstate, and Facing History and Ourselves, Better Arguments 
Project, is a national civic initiative created to help bridge divides – not by 
papering over those divides but by helping people have better arguments. 
They offer free trainings, webinars and resources.

		  The Dialogue Project, a research effort to explore what role business  
can play to help improve civil discourse and reduce polarization, provides 
recommendations to help companies lead conversations that bridge  
the divide.

17

The key is to establish guardrails that prevent the conversation from veering 
into harassment. Ensure insulting or dehumanizing language is clearly off-
limits. Set ground rules that require mutual respect. Employees who take 
opposing views should not be labeled or treated as wrong. More often than 
not, when employees from across the aisle actually connect in a respectful 
manner, they are able to find common ground. Consider engaging a 
nonprofit organization focused on bridging the ideological divide to help 
facilitate discussions among your employees, like Braver Angels and Essential 
Partners. 

•	 Lean on the professionals. Consider coaching your teams in civil dialogue. Here are tools you can 
reference to build your plan:

http://not an effective
https://hbr.org/2021/10/how-business-leaders-can-reduce-polarization
https://betterarguments.org/
https://betterarguments.org/
https://www.dialogueproject.study/
https://assets.website-files.com/5f2c2fe9eddecf3b4c2ddd16/5f5fce740d6d137411621aa6_The Dialogue Project - Research Report Final.pdf
https://braverangels.org/
https://whatisessential.org/
https://whatisessential.org/
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A lot of this begins with narrative change. Everyone knows 
what it feels like to be left out. It could be as minor as not getting 
picked in middle school gym or as major as feeling left out at 
work. So our framing has definitely moved increasingly towards 
belonging as the ultimate goal.

Josh Frazier-Sparks
Director - Culture, Diversity, Equity & Inclusion at Walmart

Pro-Tip: In all communications with your employees, ensure you are sharing fact-based information. Mis- and disinformation 
can fuel employee division and challenge internal culture. Vet information through tools like ‘How To Know What To Trust’ from 
News Literacy Project. Consider hosting mis- and disinformation training sessions for your employees.  

•	 Use the language of belonging. The language of belonging is fundamental to establishing a safe 
environment and incorporating this language intentionally is the next step in the evolution of a 
company’s diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) journey. Talk to your DEI team or employee resource group 
(ERG) leaders to inform your company’s word choice in order to make it as inclusive as possible across 
internal and external materials. For a deeper dive, consult the American Psychological Association’s 
Inclusive Language Guidelines. 

Make everyone feel they belong.

Embracing a culture of belonging as part of their DEI efforts, Walmart has committed to building a welcoming 
culture across their stores and the communities they serve. As part of this commitment to centering belonging, 
Walmart has supported and embraced the Ad Council’s Belonging Begins with Up campaign through thought 
leadership, donated media, and community activations. 

https://www.apa.org/about/apa/equity-diversity-inclusion/language-guidelines.pdf
https://www.apa.org/about/apa/equity-diversity-inclusion/language-guidelines.pdf
https://corporate.walmart.com/newsroom/2020/12/14/belonging-begins-with-us-how-were-working-to-help-everyone-feel-included
https://corporate.walmart.com/newsroom/2020/12/14/belonging-begins-with-us-how-were-working-to-help-everyone-feel-included
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•	 Pay attention to frontline workers. Hourly and frontline workers may have a very different workplace 
experience than salaried employees in the office — make sure they are represented in your feedback 
and community-building, and included in the development of your belonging work. Because 
socioeconomic status is negatively associated with belonging, lower-wage employees may require 
additional support for you to meet their needs.

Pro Tip: Capital One, Home Depot, Levi Strauss & Co. and Walmart all focus their belonging work on their frontline workers. 
Capital One creates space for belonging and leadership through an upward mobility program that allows associates 
to shadow corporate workers via internal internships designed to help create a pipeline from front line jobs to careers in 
corporate headquarter locations.

•	 Gather feedback from across worker communities. Whether through anonymous surveys or all-hands 
town halls, you need to know whether employees from across worker communities are feeling engaged 
and supported. Because employees may have ideas before the next quarterly survey, consider options 
for virtual comment boxes or open-door availability. 

Pro-Tip: Levi Strauss & Co. routinely sends pulse surveys on engagement which are shared with C-suite leadership and 
people leaders across the organization,  
not just the HR and DEI teams.
 
Walmart corporate leaders make intentional efforts to listen to their front line associates with facility visits and regular 
listening sessions. 
 
General Motors hosts listening sessions by senior leaders to hear directly from employees. In 2020, they customized those 
sessions to understand the specific perspectives and feelings of Black employees.

STEP 3  
Listen to Your Workers and Facilitate an Employee 
Cenetred Approach to Meet Their Needs
Go deeper than annual surveys and existing demographic data, and enlist ERGs and allies  
to develop programming.

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/lost-art-listening-mary-barra/
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Pro-Tip: Launch or engage a civically focused ERG. Rallying around an inclusive topic, like voting registration or volunteering 
in the community, can help connect employees around a shared goal while also increasing understanding across diverse 
colleagues.

•	 Make sure you have robust demographic data. To draw statistically meaningful conclusions about the 
opinions of employees from historically marginalized communities, you may need better data. Consider 
implementing self-ID, which allows employees to self-define and disclose demographic information 
you may not otherwise have (e.g. non-binary, LGBTQ, trans, Veteran or disability status). It is worth noting 
that a sense of trust, built on belonging, will help your employees feel comfortable opting in to such 
disclosures.  

•	 Empower employee resource groups (ERGs). ERGs can be your biggest assets in fostering belonging. 
Work with them to help you identify the needs of their representative communities, create programming, 
host candid conversations about their lived experiences, and lead on company-wide diversity and 
heritage celebrations.

•	 Encourage ERGs to work together. Joint activations not only amplify impact, they also reflect people’s 
intersecting identities and build new bridges between groups of employees.

Pro-Tip: Walmart encourages its ERGs to collaborate on programming, recognizing that people hold multiple identities and 
that can be reflected through connecting ERGs and building allies.

•	 Provide opportunities to create allyship. Partner with ERG leaders to invite and encourage allies to 
join ERGs. Frame discussion of ERGs in terms of affinity and allyship so that they’re seen as ways of 
networking with people of different backgrounds. Making information about all the ERGs openly available 
to all employees via online platforms may help them feel more accessible to allies. 
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https://diversity.google/story/using-self-id-to-create-more-inclusive-workspace/
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This way we know if and how people are experiencing belonging 
and we can create programming based on what people are 
telling us. 

Christina Rivera Glennon
Head of DEI Programs and Operations, Levi Strauss & Co

Pro-Tip: In addition to connecting affinity groups to build allyship, providing outlets for all employees to connect around their 
interests is a great way to build connections. Consider dedicated communications channels to allow employees to share 
stories and pictures, and get to know each other.

•	 Champion your employees’ sense of self. Look for ways to support employees’ display of their identities 
to promote an environment where they — and customers — feel like they belong. Ideas include name 
tags that share the languages an employee speaks or including pronouns (she/her, they/them) during 
introductions or on name tags and email signatures.
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Ask the right questions.

Along with its pulse surveys (see above) Levi Strauss & Co. hosts “True Blue sessions” - open conversations with 
employees - to collect anecdotal evidence on inclusion and belonging. One of the questions that the company asks in 
these conversations is, “Can you be your authentic self at LS&Co.? Please Explain.”
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•	 Hire with belonging in mind. Don’t just consider whether a potential employee fits in at your company; 
ask whether that person can help create belonging. This helps keep your company culture from 
narrowing into a single “fit.” In the interview process, ask them for their experience in bridging differences, 
acting as a mentor and involving others in their work.  

•	 Make the most of onboarding. Practices like co-worker shadowing, “speed-friending” to meet others, 
an introduction to ERGs, showcasing your mental health offerings and in-person social events can seed 
positive bonds and inspire belonging.  

•	 Allow for workstyles that fit employees’ individual strengths and needs. Ask your employees how they 
work best, and collaborate with them to offer solutions. Assess your team’s individual needs, then adjust 
workflows to allow employees to do their jobs better and feel agency over their work hours. This extends 
to technology, too — for example, workers who use the phone less than they want, and those who use 
video calls, instant messaging and social media more than they want, are all more likely to feel lonely.  

•	 Connect remote and on-site employees. If you offer employees the option to work remotely, it shouldn’t 
come at the cost of inclusion. Create opportunities to bring all employees together, whether in person 
or virtually, at a regular cadence to foster team alignment. To keep remote workers feeling connected 
to each other, you can encourage or even facilitate scheduled virtual coffee breaks or similar activities. 
Ensure that opportunities to connect allow employees to build relationships outside of their current 
circles. Consider offering opportunities to help office and frontline workers and employees from different 
backgrounds connect.
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STEP 4  
Integrate Belonging into Company Structures 
and Policies
Belonging begins with hiring and onboarding, and should extend to employees of all 
seniority levels through mentorship and purposeful connection.

https://www.cigna.com/static/www-cigna-com/docs/about-us/newsroom/studies-and-reports/combatting-loneliness/loneliness-and-its-impact-on-the-american-workplace.pdf
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Pro-Tip: If events like informal happy hours feel like forced socializing, consider professional team-building. HBO, Nike, 
Salesforce and SpaceX have utilized The Go Game. Sony, eBay and Southwest Airlines are among those that have built 
relationships using Late Nite Art. And look for local, as well as national, alternatives.

Pro-Tip: Creating opportunities for employees of diverse backgrounds and perspectives to connect through corporate 
volunteer programs can build a sense of common interest and belonging. Virtual and in-person volunteering support 
connecting by providing a shared activity and common goal. 

•	 Curate meaningful in-person moments. All-staff conferences, retreats and conventions of hundreds 
or even thousands of associates are already valuable for instilling connection. Go further with thematic 
programming aligned with belonging. For instance, invite guest speakers who can inspire employees to 
consider what they can achieve together through their unique skills and passions.

•	 Establish mentorship programs. One-on-one rapport may be a welcome change for employees 
who don’t take to group activities. Even better, mentorship has been shown to lead to higher retention 
rates for both mentors and mentees, with women and employees of color likelier than others to credit 
mentorship to their career development. Mentorship has also been shown to overcome exclusion, 
especially when the mentors come prepared to coach someone who has experienced exclusion. That 
could make it particularly valuable for employees from Gen Z, who have reported some of the highest 
rates of mental distress and disconnection during the pandemic.

Diversity is about all of us; inclusion is what we do in the moments that 
matter, which opens the door for belonging. It’s important to remember 
that it’s not about belonging actions, but instead about belonging 
outcomes and conditions. 

Stefanie Maynard-Collier
Vice President and Head of Diversity, Inclusion, and Belonging Consulting, Capital One

https://www.thegogame.com/
https://www.thegogame.com/
https://knowledge.wharton.upenn.edu/article/workplace-loyalties-change-but-the-value-of-mentoring-doesnt/
https://hbr.org/2019/12/the-value-of-belonging-at-work
https://hbr.org/2022/06/gen-z-employees-are-feeling-disconnected-heres-how-employers-can-help
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•	 Set metrics for engagement, psychological safety and belonging. You need to understand perceived 
company norms and know whether you’re building a culture where people of all different backgrounds 
want to come and stay. Retention rates, especially among underrepresented groups, are one great 
indicator. Consider other metrics that may show increased engagement, connectivity and therefore 
belonging, like employee engagement in volunteer programs or civic activations.  

•	 Survey employees on all the different factors of belonging. You might ask employees to anonymously 
rate their sense of belonging using the Belonging Barometer. The 10 workplace items, rated on a 
1-5 scale, capture elements of social connection, inclusion, psychological safety, influence, value, 
authenticity,  feeling like an “insider,” and sense of equality.   The Belonging Barometer items are listed 
below. The frequency with which they are asked,  the way they are analyzed, and how the findings are 
shared with employees are all tools in effectively learning about and leveraging workplace belonging. 
For more information or guidance, contact Over Zero.  

•	 Make belonging a performance metric company-wide. At every level of your company, consider asking 
employees in their performance reviews how they have fostered belonging. For departmental leaders 
and others, you may want to set goals around inclusive leadership, inclusion training and mentorship 
activity. Senior leadership should share their personal and departmental belonging goals with all 
employees to be transparent about their own accountability and the priority for belonging across the 
organization.

STEP 5  
Measure Your Progress for Continual 
Improvement and Accountability
Once you have a plan for increasing belonging in the workplace, it’s important 
 to set transparent metrics. There’s a role for all employees to play.

1.	 I feel emotionally connected to my co-workers.

2.	 Co-workers welcome and include me in team 
activities.

3.	 I am unable to influence decisions at my 
workplace.

4.	 I feel unable to be my whole and authentic  
self with my co-workers.

5.	 My team values me and my contributions.

6.	 My relationships with co-workers are as satisfying  
as I want them to be.

7.	 I feel like an “insider” who understands how my 
company/organization works.

8.	 I am comfortable expressing my opinions with  
my co-workers and superiors.

9.	 I am treated as “less than” other employees

10.	 When I’m with my coworkers, I feel like I truly belong.

https://www.projectoverzero.org/
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Conclusion

As a vehicle for hiring and keeping the talent that will help your company excel and solve the challenges of 
disconnection, it is clear why employers are embracing belonging. 

In addition, belonging also provides shape and substance to company efforts in DEI, as something 
that all employees can relate to and rally around. And while there is more to workplace mental health 
than will show up in your belonging metrics, if you are fostering belonging then you are building up the 
psychological safety that is a foundation of worker well-being.

For companies active in corporate civic engagement, likewise, belonging offers a bridge between 
employees’ daily experience at work and your company’s external commitment to a strong democracy. 
At their core, in the workplace and in daily life, belonging and civic engagement are both about feeling full 
involvement, agency and participation — and the impact people can make when they feel included.

And that points to the greater potential of companies as cultivators of belonging. Many companies are 
rightfully troubled by our country’s increasing polarization and what it means to the future stability of their 
business. But companies are not powerless over this trend. The tools presented in this guide chart a course 
not toward good behavior in the workplace but rather toward changing workers’ mindsets to embrace 
more empathy and seek common ground. Along with the trust workers have in their employers, the diverse 
makeup of the workplace and the unrivaled capabilities of the private sector, this gives companies the 
ability to reshape the belonging crisis for the good of the bottom line and our nation.

•	 For publicly traded companies, consider including belonging in human capital disclosures. The 
human capital disclosure requirement that is now part of Form 10-K in public companies’ annual filings 
may be an opportunity to share measures of your company’s progress on belonging and engagement. 
With many companies already reporting on gender and racial representation or efforts to support 
underrepresented groups, actions your company is taking to improve belonging may appeal to 
shareholders with an interest in stakeholder capitalism.
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https://www.gibsondunn.com/discussing-human-capital-survey-of-sp-500-compliance-with-new-sec-disclosure-requirement-one-year-after-adoption/
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/strategy-and-corporate-finance/our-insights/putting-stakeholder-capitalism-into-practice
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Our Communications Toolkit for Fostering Belonging in the Workplace

•	 Using Communication to Cultivate Belonging: Tips for Leaders and Managers 

•	 Belonging and Civil Discourse: Tips for Workplace Conversation during Election Season 

•	 Sample CEO Letter

Related Resources 

•	 Belonging Begins with Us Campaign  
A national initiative by the Ad Council and American Immigration Council designed to drive belonging  
for everyone by promoting connection to create welcoming communities.  

•	 Center for Inclusion and Belonging  

•	 Civic Alliance’s Corporate Civic Playbook 

•	 Health Action Alliance’s Mental Health Playbook 

•	 Fostering Belonging for Public Sector Employees: A Guide by Accenture 

•	 Belonging Begins With Us Community Toolkit

Powered by

Civic Alliance Co-Founders Health Action Alliance Organizing Partners

Additional Resources

https://hlthact.org/BelongingCommunication
https://hlthact.org/CivilDiscourse
https://hlthact.org/belongingCEOletter
https://belongingbeginswithus.org/
https://inclusion.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/
https://playbook.civicalliance.com/
https://uploads-ssl.webflow.com/6010e149d9130a63e7b78adb/62829dc985c46a07f9f9d91e_Workplace%20Mental%20Health%20Playbook.pdf
https://www.accenture.com/_acnmedia/PDF-174/Accenture-Public-Service-Belonging-Matters-More-Than-Ever.pdf#zoom=40
https://adcouncil.app.box.com/s/nwnf4s9w41uzpedrh5k09knz91cn70on

