


PRAISE FOR BELONGING AT WORK

 Belonging at Work is long overdue. Rhodes Perry’s work is a testament to the power of
living with authenticity at all hours of the day, at home and at work. Wherever you are in
your journey of living an authentic, purposeful life, this book is a powerful tool that

should be required reading in all workplaces that value diversity and full inclusion. 

– James R. Nowlin, CEO of EGP Ventures, Keynote Speaker, and Best-Selling Author of The
Purposeful Millionaire

 Our work environments are changing in dynamic ways. Rhodes Perry’s new book
Belonging at Work, is a keen guide to engaging in that change through positivity and
action. Both powerful, and easy to navigate, Rhodes’ guide to transforming company
culture through inclusion, communication, and empowerment is a worthwhile and timely
read. No matter where you are in your personal career journey, from employee to
entrepreneur to leader, Belonging at Work is a valuable tool that will, undoubtedly, help

move the needle in the direction of authenticity. 

– Hunter Sunrise, Founder & CEO, Hot Diggity!

 Rhodes Perry is an invaluable and important voice on our emerging understanding of
what makes truly great workplace cultures: the ability for all of us to bring our full selves
to work. He clearly lays out what gets in the way of this, particularly for those who are
underrepresented, and historically undervalued, both from a personal lens of his LGBTQ
experience, and on behalf of so many other lost and marginalized voices. Make no
mistake, organizations and their bottom lines suffer from unexplored exclusionary
practices. The book is full of practical examples of how we all have a role to play in
redirecting the dynamics of exclusion, so that all in the workplace can thrive. A must

read! 

– Jennifer Brown, President & CEO, Jennifer Brown Consulting, and Best-Selling Author,
Inclusion: Diversity, the New Workplace & the Will to Change



 Transgender people have been chronically underemployed and under-valued in the
social and corporate landscape for quite some time. However, it would be a mistake to
read this book and think it only applies to transgender people or LGBTQ people. The
reality is that the sense of belonging – the feeling of safety, community, and esteem – is
something that we all crave in the workplace environment. Not only does a sense of
belonging emancipate the employee, it also liberates companies to be true engines for
innovation, growth, and sustainability. Belonging at Work is an instructive account of how
organizations and companies can begin the journey of creating belonging in a thoughtful

and strategic way. 

– Joel Brown, Ed.D., Chief Visionary Officer, Pneumos, LLC

 Conversations around diversity at work can be shallow. Belonging at Work is different.
It provides a focused, practical, and holistic approach to truly creating an environment of
inclusion and belonging. It provides smart, concise advice that any organization can

implement to create a culture where everyone can thrive. 

– Bernadette Smith, Founder & CEO, Equality Institute

 Belonging at Work is a much needed balm in divisive times. The workplace is one of the
few places where people from different backgrounds leave their curated lives and come
together to share space and purpose. Rhodes Perry does a phenomenal job distilling
complicated concepts of identity and walking the reader through the process of creating a
workplace that works for them. The book is accessible for those new to the workplace
inclusion field and an invaluable tool for those developing dynamic and cutting edge

programs. 

– Genesis Fischer, Esq., Founder and Principal Attorney, Fisher Law Practice, P.C.

 Creating safe and inclusive work environments is one of the greatest challenges for
businesses and organizations today, and yet many leaders don’t know where to start.
Belonging at Work guides leaders through squaring their values at work with their
organizational practices. After reading this book, you’ll better understand why this work



is critical to creating workplaces where individuals and teams can thrive and how to get

started and make progress on your journey. 

– Martha Pellegrino, Founder & Chief Bravissima Officer, Brava Point LLC

 Rhodes Perry mixes personal story with practical and actionable strategies to make
Belonging at Work a reality for everyone. From the consideration of the implicit culture
being created when there is no intentional culture, to the definitions for diversity, equity,

and inclusion, this book is a road map for the company of the future. 

– Judy Hissong, Founder and Chief Executive Officer, Nesso Strategies

 Belonging at Work is a must-read resource for team members in any business role.
Rhodes Perry demonstrates the importance of becoming an inclusive leader. Readers will
finish this book and come away with an evolved thought process and an actionable list.
Whether you are a business person in a leadership role or someone who wants to
understand the importance of being authentic at work, the learning is immense. Rhodes is

a leader among leaders. His great outreach has affected many individuals. Bravo! 

– Andrew Cramer, CEO, Alternative Spaces Inc., ROIGenius, ExtendATouch

 Rhodes Perry has written a must-read primer for anyone interested in helping their
organization become more inclusive. Do yourself and your organization a favor, and pick

up a copy of Belonging at Work today! A brilliant piece of work! 

– Ryan J. Wayman, West Region Vice President, AXA Advisors, LLC

 We are at a point in time where the data overwhelmingly points to the clear value that
more diverse teams deliver. In order to realize this promise of diversity, we have to
understand how to move beyond representation to creating cultures where everyone feels
like they can deliver their best without fear or distraction. Belonging at Work lays the

foundation for this journey. 



– Stacy Parson, Partner, The Dignitas Agency

 Rhodes Perry does an excellent job sharing why it’s critical for business leaders to
create workplace cultures of belonging. I especially liked the section of the book that
focuses on the triple bottom line. Specifically, the importance of businesses leveraging
their resources to invest in workplace giving and volunteerism. As the CEO of Bright
Funds, a platform that helps businesses direct tens of millions of dollars in philanthropy, I
know first-hand how these efforts help employees and other stakeholders feel a sense of
meaning, purpose, and belonging at work all while creating more social good for the

world. 

– Ty Walrod, Chief Executive Officer, Bright Funds and Co-Founder, OutServe

 Rhodes is an amazing strategist who gives of himself unselfishly and is an advocate for
all people. He takes his work to heart and overdelivers by creating an environment where
we can all share our own stories. He is a change agent that is leading a culture of
inclusiveness that will be instrumental in navigating humans to a happier and more
sustainable existence. I fully encourage you to support and become engaged with his

work. 

– J. Robby Gregg, Jr., Engagement Lead, Cook Ross

 Understanding and aligning around diversity, equity, and inclusion in a small business
can be daunting, but Belonging at Work provides a clear, useful guide. Through my
company’s work with Rhodes we’ve seen a significant increase in the number of diverse
candidates applying for positions and taken great strides toward becoming a more
consciously inclusive and welcoming business. I’m delighted to have this book as a

reference and refresher. 

– Sarah Durham, CEO, Big Duck

 In the workplace we all want to be seen and heard and to have our ideas validated by



our supervisors and peers alike. In this refreshingly new take on diversity and inclusion,
Rhodes Perry’s Belonging at Work gives companies and organizations no nonsense tools to
ensure everyone feels safe, valued, and truly able to bring their authentic selves to their

working environments, unencumbered by bias. 

– Cindi Creager, Co-Owner, CreagerCole Communications

 The concept of belonging may register as a soft skill and this is a common business
mistake. Rhodes Perry does an excellent job of examining one of the hardest skills
employers and employees have that directly impact recruitment and retention of talent
and the organization’s bottom line. Ideally, when we all belong, our organizations thrive. 

– Jessica Pettitt, Founder & CEO, Good Enough Now

 I’ve had the advantage of seeing Rhodes Perry create an inclusive and respectful
workplace, guiding others to understand and value diversity. He is masterful in his
approach and ability to engage people wherever they are in their own development and
knowledge to help them implement change in the systems they lead. He has been able, in
Belonging at Work, to convey his deep knowledge and experience in a very accessible and

concrete manner. A must read! 

– Gladys Carrión, Esq., Former Commissioner, New York City Administration for Children’s
Services

 Creating a workplace culture that welcomes all, embracing our diversity and lived
experiences, is a challenge to many leaders. Rhodes provides practical and applicable
strategies that will aid any leader in creating a workplace and culture where all feel a
sense of belonging. Rhodes is an innovative thought leader and champion for diversity,

equity, and inclusion. His insight and perspective are needed and so appreciated! 

– Scotty Scott, Senior Equity and Inclusion Specialist, Multnomah County Office of Diversity and
Equity



 Having managed a large agency of 400 staff, I am acutely aware of how challenging it
is – even for ‘enlightened’ organizations – to create environments that are both inclusive
and celebratory of all people. Rhodes’ book, Belonging at Work, is an invaluable resource to
the field that sorely needs to do better. Organizations will be more likely to thrive when
they provide the kind of organizational structure this book can help guide them to

implement. 

– Bill Bettencourt, Senior Fellow, The Center for the Study of Social Policy

 Rhodes Perry’s writing style clearly and gently guides the reader through
understanding our basic human need for belonging and deftly outlines how to incorporate
and commit to using diversity and inclusion practices and tools. Rhodes’ professional
expertise and lived experience steer the reader through the steps to achieve institutional
change that results in true workplace equity, where people can thrive professionally in a

place of belonging and success. 

– Tatiana Elejalde, Office of Equity & Human Rights, City of Portland

 Belonging at Work is an excellent, must-read resource for any worker, leader, or
organization wanting to improve diversity, equity, and inclusion in their workplace.
Rhodes brings a wealth of knowledge, experience, and skills to this book, whose well-
researched concepts, useful glossary, and practical strategies are sure to help others
cultivate more compassionate and productive workplace cultures where everyone feels
they belong, are connected, and can grow without having to change themselves to fit in. 

– Mary Celeste Kearney, Ph.D., Director of Gender Studies, University of Notre Dame

 As the father of a transgender man, I read Belonging at Work to gain insight to what
my son experiences on a daily basis; I came away with tremendous respect for the bravery
it takes to show up as your authentic self in the workplace. Belonging at Work provides a
lens into how leaders must pivot to provide safe and nurturing environments for all
employees. I found the book a great asset to recognize implicit bias of leaders and the

importance of utilizing a diversity lens in all workplace decisions. 

– Cliff Allen, Ph.D., Dean & Vergil Miller Professor, Portland State University School of



Business Administration

 Belonging. Connection. Authenticity. Each fosters wellness, reduces stress, and helps
us create positive relationships, genuine communication, and constructive collaboration.
They are central elements to human well-being, as well as to workplace performance and
productivity. Rhodes Perry, in Belonging at Work, has written the essential book for the
inclusive leader. True workplace inclusion is being able to fully participate, but full
participation isn’t just about policy. Rhodes skillfully guides readers through the
necessary but all too often missing next step – covering the what, why, and the vital
HOW to inform decisions through a diversity, equity and inclusion lens, and take action
to effectively transform workplace culture. His book will equip you to act with intention

and empathy, throughout your organization as well as within yourself. 

– Luca Mauer, Director, The Center for LGBT Education, Outreach & Services, Ithaca College

 Moving from the why to the how is one of the biggest challenges in any cultural
change effort. In Belonging at Work, Rhodes Perry goes beyond providing the compelling
case for truly inclusive workplace cultures and offers practical steps individuals and
organizations can take. Having participated in an experiential exercise led by Rhodes, I
can attest to the value of his approach to increasing empathy for those unlike ourselves

and turning those personal insights into action that fosters meaningful change. 

– Jennifer Sabatini Fraone, Director of Corporate Partnerships, Boston College Center for Work
& Family

 Leaders, prepare to be challenged and empowered: Belonging at Work is an essential
guide to creating true inclusion. Read this if you want to create transformational change

in your workplace. 

– Dorie Clark, Adjunct Professor at Duke University’s Fuqua School of Business and author,
Entrepreneurial You and Stand Out



 Too often, organizations simply do not know how to operationalize values of inclusion
and diversity. Rhodes offers tangible steps that can help catalyze action and movement
toward an intentional work culture that lives its values. Belonging at Work is a book for
anyone who has ever said, ‘We really want to attract and retain a diverse team, but we
cannot find candidates or when we do, they are not the right fit with our culture.’ This
book will help leaders understand what it takes to break down barriers that are

preventing the shift that they want to make. 

– Morey Riordan, Founding Director, Transgender Strategy Center

 Belonging at Work opens up the doors to understanding what diversity, equity, and
inclusion look like in action by exploring Rhodes Perry’s personal journey and realistic
strategies. As a reader, you will instantly become connected with Rhodes’ unique
approach and experiences. As a leader of an organization, Belonging at Work is a must read

for workplace success and development. 

– Justin Nelson, Co-Founder and President, National LGBTQ Chamber of Commerce

 As more people become aware of the needs of an increasingly diverse workforce and
are searching for help to achieve this, platitudes and lip service abound. Belonging at Work
is the antidote to that. Rhodes Perry brings concrete advice and solid analysis from
experienced professionals in corporate, government, and non-profit sectors alike.
Belonging at Work is both a treasure trove of ideas and a road map for success. I’ll be
giving it to all my clients who are striving to be more effective and socially responsible

leaders. 

– Roey Thorpe, Advisor to Nonprofit Funders and Advocacy Organizations

 Warm, insightful, strategic and long overdue for diversity and inclusions
professionals, Belonging at Work helps home in on specific practices that create realistic
results in the workplace. This book gives the platinum rules to follow for every
organization that pushes past the first step of opening the doors to diversity but actually
doing the work to making people feel welcomed in the workplace. The book helps
organizations make the rubber hit the road to success. It’s a win-win for all when a
worker can bring their full self to work. Rhodes Perry has done a phenomenal job in



providing realistic and useful exercises to help improve anyone’s diversity and inclusion
practices. I strongly recommend this book be part of any diversity and inclusion

professional’s library. 

– Kylar W. Broadus, Esq., Global Human Rights Activist, Lawyer, Business Law Professor

 Most people can remember a time when they felt like they didn’t belong. In Belonging
at Work, Rhodes Perry transforms this depressing reality into an empowering one. He
shows how empathy and compassion around this universal need to belong are strengths
we can all tap into while creating more inclusive workplaces. By centering the experiences
of marginalized communities and breaking down concepts like “unconscious bias” and
“stereotype threat,” Rhodes supports readers at all experience levels in developing a
diversity, equity and inclusion lens. Any manager who cares about the people they work
with every day, sees differences within their team as a strength, and wants to make sure
those differences are celebrated instead of hidden in their workplace will appreciate the

concrete actions covered in this book. 

– Alison Delpercio, Director, All Children – All Families, Human Rights Campaign Foundation

 My work with Rhodes Perry has been invaluable and his great work on the book,
Belonging at Work has helped to improve my personal leadership skills… I walked away
from the book with a better understanding for what it means to belong at work, why it
matters for everyone my organization touches, and most importantly, I learned practical
strategies to help cultivate a sense of belonging for the team I manage. Not only was it
informative, but the exercises at the end of every chapter helped me consider how I could
apply my learnings into my organization. I really connected with Rhodes’ approach, and
his guidance left me truly inspired. I highly recommend anyone who works on a team to

pick up this book and begin the journey towards building a more inclusive workplace. 

– Kelli Houston, Director, Center for Diversity and Health Equity, Seattle Children’s Hospital

 As an organizational leader, I have a responsibility to provide an environment where
the people who come together to carry out our mission are able to be valued and
supported in being their authentic selves. I find the insights that Rhodes has shared in
Belonging at Work to be an invaluable tool to assist me in doing so. I heartily recommend



the book. 

– Carl Siciliano, Founder and Executive Director, The Ali Forney Center

 The strategies featured in Belonging at Work were refined from Rhodes Perry’s
seasoned approach in supporting multiple organizations build more inclusive workplace
cultures. The importance of belonging in non-profit organizations, especially where a
majority of the organizational deliverables are accomplished through the effort of
volunteers is critical. This book clearly provides a road map that leaders in volunteer
organizations can utilize to attract and retain the talent and diversity today’s non-profit

organizations need to excel. 

– Danni/y Rosen, Co-Chair, GLSEN National Advisory Council and Board Member, Basic
Rights Oregon

 Belonging at Work is essential reading for corporations and organizations willing to
move beyond discussion of diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI) principles to their
implementation in the workplace. The book provides a strategic plan for implementing
inclusion practices by providing a concise, comprehensive analysis of workplace barriers
that undermine such practices. Belonging at Work recognizes that there are steady
challenges to effectuating lasting change in an organization’s work culture and provides
an inclusive and supportive plan for overcoming those challenges. Rhodes Perry’s insight
and intersectional analysis guides employers committed to eliminating workplace barriers
that impair an employee’s ability to belong at work. Belonging at Work is a roadmap for
increasing workplace productivity by creating an environment where each employee
belongs and thrives. Clearly, that is a winning combination that every employer should

champion. 

– Linda Diaz, Esq., Director, LGBTQ Project, Lawyers for Children

 Belonging at Work is a must read for everyone who is committed to creating a
workplace where individuals can live and breathe their best selves without judgment. It is
a must read for all who journey to live authentically. Rhodes Perry provides the reader
with intentional consciousness and practical exercises to create an environment of
Belonging at Work. This book becomes a lasting resource beyond my organization’s work



with Rhodes. Brilliant! 

– Dianna Kielian, Senior Vice President, Mission/Theology & Ethics, PeaceHealth

 Working alongside Rhodes Perry and his authentic, decisive, and humble leadership
style made me a better leader, so it’s no surprise that Belonging at Work took my
leadership to the next level. Rhodes has created an accessible guide for us all, no matter
where you are on your journey to creating or desiring to belong to an inclusive work
place. Belonging at Work offers guidance, practical tools, and a supportive voice while you
do this challenging and difficult work. This should be a must read for leaders in all

industries interested in a thriving workforce. 

– Sarah Mikhail, LMSW, Senior Director of Community Support. The LGBT Community
Center

 Strategies for meaningful inclusion, connectivity and diversity are imperative in all
workplaces – public sector, private sector and community-based organizations. Belonging
at Work provides insightful and necessary guidance for managers and leaders in all sectors
to develop and implement protocols to ensure that all employees are safe, valued and

included at every level. 

– Robyn Mazur, Director of Gender and Justice Initiatives, Center for Court Innovation
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START HERE

Dear Reader,

Thank you for honoring me with your time and commitment to helping
your people feel a sense of belonging at work. I am on a mission to empower
leaders just like you – and those on their way to joining us – to cultivate
workplace cultures of belonging.

Before diving into the content, this message offers important context as
to how to leverage the book. The ideas in this book serve as a supplement
rather than replacement to the guidance of working with a seasoned
diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) professional.

While I am a DEI professional, the book’s content is of an anecdotal and
general nature that will inform your journey to cultivating workplace
cultures of belonging. All efforts were made to verify the accuracy of the
information featured in this book as of the date of publication.

You are encouraged to consult with your Chief Diversity Officer or
other DEI professionals before adopting any of the suggestions in this book.
This publication contains the opinions, ideas, and expertise of the author, as
well as leading DEI thought leaders in the United States. The author and
publisher specifically disclaim all responsibility for any liability, loss or risk,
personal or otherwise, which is incurred as a consequence.

By reading this book you agree that neither my company, my publisher,
nor myself are responsible for the success or failure of your business or life
decisions relating to any information presented.



Now, together, let’s learn more about what it means to belong at work,
understand why it matters, and most importantly, learn how to cultivate
this feeling for ourselves and our stakeholders.

Sincerely,

Rhodes Perry, MPA



 

DEDICATION

For those seeking a sense of purpose, meaning, and belonging in the workplace
and beyond.
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FOREWORD

met Rhodes Perry in 2016 and I was immediately impressed that he is
the type of person who will be an outstanding leader in America’s
future. While we are not related by blood, he and I share the same

surname and ideals when it comes to diversity, equity, and inclusion. He has
devoted his career to creating fair treatment for all persons, which is an
objective we all must share to achieve the ideals embedded in American
democracy. I admire how he has used his education, experience, and courage
to support leaders to include the voices of their stakeholders.

Rhodes has an impressive background of cross-sectional leadership with
nearly two decades of experience working in government and nonprofit
settings including the White House Office of Management and Budget, the
New York City Office of LGBTQ Policy and Practice at the Administration
for Children’s Services, and leading the policy and advocacy efforts at
PFLAG National.

He merged these experiences and established his own business, which
specializes in helping leaders build inclusive organizations. He also shares
his expertise through community volunteerism, serving as a Commissioner
on the Portland Human Rights Commission and as a board member of the
Portland Area Business Association where he works to expand economic
opportunities for LGBTQ business owners.

Having the privilege of serving as a New York State Senator
representing the Rochester-Monroe County area from 1975 to 1992, I am
impressed by the fresh perspective Rhodes offers. He shares new ways of



thinking about the workplace and the people involved, which diverges from
the way the political process has traditionally interfaced between
government and the private sector.

During my time as a New York State Senator, thousands of people came
to my office seeking support for projects or policies they hoped the state
would enact, reject, or repeal. Most of these requests came from leaders in
the private sector seeking an economic advantage for themselves either by
public funds supporting their private projects, or public funds being
decreased to reduce their taxes.

From my experience, I sense that most people feel that in the world of
business and politics if one person gains something of value it means that
another person must lose something of equal value. Rhodes shares a new
way of thinking about the role of business and politics; one where businesses
can take care of their people, be good stewards of the planet, and profit.

In this book, Rhodes encourages leaders to examine their own workplace
culture and move towards creating a harmonious atmosphere of belonging.
By doing so, all stakeholders win the game. As the team’s productivity
increases, the organization has the opportunity to appeal to new markets,
which ultimately increases profits and works to accomplishing the
organization’s mission. To create a belonging atmosphere requires everyone
to look at the totality of other people and accept them as they are.

The principles and strategies Rhodes espouses can change many
organizations for the better, whether in the public or the private sector.
Certainly schools, federal, state, and local government agencies, and even
religious organizations have much to gain in reading this book.

No matter where you work, what you do, where you are in the structure
of your employment circumstances, Rhodes Perry’s Belonging at Work will
inspire you and make your job and workplace more valuable to everyone.

I must include one more aspect of my experience which I believe
validates the importance of belonging. In 1976, New York Governor Hugh
Carey appointed me to a national task force to improve the educational
opportunities of migrant children as they traveled with their families who
were picking crops from the south to the most northern states, even to New
York. This task force eventually became a permanent entity, the Interstate



Migrant Education Council (IMEC.) After I left the Senate I was the
Executive Director of IMEC until I retired in 2010.

What I learned from migrant educators in every state was the value of
treating every child with respect for their culture, their language, and their
parents’ work. Part of this work required that I get curious and actively
listen, honor, and respect the personal stories and needs of each child and
family I engaged. This involved making sure that each migrant child felt
comfortable in a new school and had supporting adults who were always
available for advice and protection. The migrant education programs
essentially created belonging for millions of children in schools across the
United States.

For me, the epitome of the migrant education program was when I heard
a former migrant student testify before the Education and Labor Committee
of the United States Senate about the consideration given to her and all
migrant children by migrant educators. The atmosphere of belonging is
what permitted so many within the program to flourish academically and
socially. These children were made to feel respected, affirmed, and valued as
they were.

These ideals align with much of what Rhodes shares in support of
diversity, equity, and inclusion workplace commitments. I am convinced
that the idea of belonging works. I know from my experience in migrant
education that it takes hard work and complete dedication by all the
teachers and administrators to support these commitments and practice
acceptance. Rhodes argues that the same type of unified effort is necessary
to achieve a sense of belonging at work.

In reading Rhodes’ book, you will gain an understanding of what it
means to truly belong at work. You will be able to imagine both how it feels
not to belong and how it feels to belong. You will realize the full benefits to
an organization for everyone in the workforce to feel they can be and act as
their authentic selves.

Rhodes argues that an organization where full belonging has been
achieved will benefit by greater individual contributions and an innovative
atmosphere that will create prosperity for the organization, and therefore
enhance its community. The alternative of not creating belonging, says



Rhodes, will mean the organization will be at a competitive disadvantage,
which will lead to failure in the long term. The evidence, logic, and passion
that Rhodes provides advances this argument, and will likely compel you to
take action.

Rhodes provides practical strategies you can take to help foster a feeling
of belonging for your people. He details how to bring along colleagues who
do not sense the need for change or the importance of belonging. He gives
the means to convince even the most recalcitrant managers and supervisors
of the need to change.

This book gives everyone a place to start. With a thoughtful reading of
Rhodes’ suggestions and practical actions, your organization has the
potential to develop a diverse, equitable, and inclusive workforce that
everyone deserves.

John Perry
Former New York State Senator
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PREFACE

 Much of what human beings do is done in the service of

belongingness. 

– Roy F. Baumeister1

hen I think of what it means to belong at work, I’m reminded of
a brilliant career advisor who offered mentorship toward the
end of my graduate school days at the New York University

Wagner School of Public Service. As I considered job opportunities in the
public sector, he encouraged me to answer three key questions: 1) can I do
the job, 2) will I do the job, and 3) do I fit? Empowered with these questions,
I learned how to interview employers while they were evaluating me. As I
considered many exciting opportunities in New York City, Washington,
DC, and beyond, the first two questions were often answered with a solid
YES. Yet, being a transgender* job applicant in the early aughts made the
answer to the third question almost always a painful NO.

When I began my career nearly two decades ago in the public sector,
many organizations I considered lacked the knowledge, skills, and
motivation to create an inclusive culture where I knew I would fit in; a
culture where I knew I could belong. For context, the majority of
organizations at that time lacked basic non-discrimination protections for
transgender employees, making many of us, especially transgender people of
color, vulnerable to being fired, denied a promotion, or even limited in the



opportunity to be considered for employment simply because of who we are.
As a result, I had to cover, or censor, aspects of my gender identity to
access gainful employment.

Covering during a job search meant that I had to downplay and
disassociate my professional self from my gender history, and the rich
experiences that shaped a large part of who I am in the world. I felt pressure
to cover important associations with campus LGBTQ advocacy groups and
campaigns I led in which we advocated for basic protections for LGBTQ
students, faculty, and staff at New York University and the University of
Notre Dame – much of my advocacy was honored through prestigious
campus and community awards. My advocacy refined valuable transferable
skills that I would have shared during my job search, had I felt prospective
employers valued these associations, experiences, and skills.

During my job search, I understood that I would be required to
surrender some aspects of my personal expression to align with a
prospective employer’s mission and values. For example, because it was not
relevant to most of the jobs I applied for, I excluded my obsession with
long-distance bicycle touring as a topic of conversation. Yet, when I arrived
for interviews with prospective employers, I felt pressure to improperly cover
defining aspects of who I am because of the signals I was picking up about
the workplace culture. Going back to the question of “do I fit,” the feeling of
belonging felt nearly impossible when being interviewed by prospective
employers.

The pressure to cover, or censor, core aspects of gender identity and
political associations goes far beyond the experiences of transgender people
like me. One study found 75% of employees cover things like their faith or
Veteran status, alter their appearance such as covering up tattoos or
piercings, or do not mention associations like having – or planning – a
family.2 Workplace covering is pervasive and negatively impacts individuals
and organizations around the world. At the root of covering is something
central to what we will explore in this book. When we place a veil over
aspects of who we are, we assume that we are not good enough as we are,
and that we must alter important aspects of our authentic selves in order to
‘fit in,” and gain employment.

My experiences of searching for a job after graduate school underscore



this sense of not belonging. After several key interviews, I secured a job
working for the White House Office of Management and Budget. The job
was an incredible experience, and I found the work very rewarding.
However, something was off. I experienced stress the majority of the time,
and it didn’t come from the workload, the high demands, or the
responsibility of overseeing an annual operating budget of $11 billion. My
stress derived from constantly having to place a veil over my authentic self.
Namely, I withheld sharing that I was assigned female at birth, and
covered important aspects of my gender history, as they were relevant to
particular conversations.

I feared sharing my gender history for a number of reasons:

1. I was primarily afraid that I would be fired, as there were no
existing non-discrimination protections for transgender employees
at the time.

2. I feared my work would be unfairly judged, or that I would limit my
potential for future promotions.

3. I was overwhelmed with the prospect of having to explain myself to
my co-workers again…and again…and again.

This last fear arose because I assumed I was probably the first
transgender person my colleagues would have ever met. At the time, it was
estimated that less than 8% of adults in the United States knew or worked
with a transgender person.3 I often debated about coming out, especially
when trying to bond with fellow colleagues about my past – it’s challenging
not to talk about childhood memories while traveling on site visits across
the country, or simply while catching up at the water cooler.

So, like so many transgender employees still do today, I purposefully
omitted aspects of my gender history from relevant conversations about
childhood pastimes. The veil I placed over my authentic self was a valiant
attempt to fit into the dominant workplace culture of straight and



cisgender employees. I thought these actions would enable me to keep my
head down, do quality work, and ascend the ranks of the White House
career staff based on my merit, which would clearly demonstrate how much
I belonged at work. I attempted to be an indispensable part of the team,
which I thought would compel my colleagues to recognize how much I fit
in.

I failed, and here is what I learned from trying to force myself into a
culture that simply wasn’t yet ready for me. I learned that covering
important aspects of myself in order to fit into the White House culture had
real costs. It cost me countless hours stressing out about things that had
nothing to do with my work, and ultimately, limited my productivity on the
job. It cost me the opportunity to truly bring my authentic self to work and
celebrate who I am with my colleagues, which would have improved my
relationships and ability to connect with those on my team. I am certain the
energy I invested in managing this stress established barriers to cultivating
true team morale and support.

Ultimately, I left the White House. The costs of staying and dealing
with the anxiety and pressure to veil my authentic self was simply too much
to bear. Working for an employer that failed to offer basic employee
protections for me jeopardized my job security. I was constantly fearful of
being outed, which could have resulted in losing my job. Such fears took a
toll on my health and well-being. As a seasoned LGBTQ advocate, I felt
shame for not being authentic in the workplace and making the efforts to
improve the environment for other transgender employees. I knew I had the
potential to make things better and realized that I would need to seek out
greener pastures to ensure that my skills aligned with my life’s purpose.

While much has happened in my career between leaving the White
House and writing this book, my experience of not fitting in during this
period of my life motivated me to become a diversity, equity, and inclusion
professional. I knew I had the experience and skills to support executives,
HR, and diversity professionals cultivate workplaces where all stakeholders
know they belong. My intersectional approach to considering the
perspectives of underrepresented groups was gleaned from years of
advocating for communities living at the margins, including transgender
and nonbinary people. These experiences enabled me to offer solutions for



leaders struggling with how to implement their inclusion commitments into
every everyday practice across their organizations. It also inspired me to
write this book.

The pages ahead serve as a resource for leaders – and those on their way
to joining them – to understand why cultivating a sense of belonging for all
stakeholders can help advance the organization’s mission. When employees
know they can be their authentic selves at work – where their differences are
recognized, accepted, and celebrated, and there’s no pressure to assimilate –
that’s when employers will begin to leverage the true power of their people.
Together, let’s explore what it means to belong, understand why it matters,
and gain the confidence to model it within our everyday workplace practices.

* For bold italic terms, please refer to the glossary located on page 129.
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INTRODUCTION

 The idea of belonging shouldn’t be considered a privilege available to
only some. It should be considered a basic human right. 

– Linda Mullen, Executive Director of the Sparkle Effect4

ongratulations! You are reading this book because you recognize the
value in transforming your organization into one that is more
reflective and inclusive of everyone within your workplace

ecosystem. You have already taken steps toward an important commitment
of familiarizing yourself with what is required to create a healthier
workplace culture. Together, we will begin a journey to discover how to
cultivate a feeling of belonging for your organization’s most valuable asset,
your people.

This book is designed for anyone who considers themselves a champion
of diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) principles. It is also written for
those aspiring champions ready to take their DEI practices to the next level
with the goal of cultivating inclusive workplace cultures where everyone on
the team feels valued and knows that they belong. Readers seeking
inspiration and guidance to move their leadership team to implement their
DEI commitments into everyday actions will confidently walk away with
practical, inclusive leadership strategies after reading this book.

As you read, remember the times when you too have felt like you didn’t
belong at work, or where you found yourself placing a veil over core aspects



of your authentic self in an effort to fit into your organization’s culture.
Reflect and consider these feelings, and work towards cultivating empathy
with the content featured in this book. Your empathy and compassion will
only deepen your commitment to taking meaningful actions, helping you
build a more inclusive workplace.

ABOUT THIS BOOK

This book is divided into three main parts with the first breaking down the
basics of what it means to cultivate a workplace culture of belonging. This
section will unpack loaded diversity terminology that can sometimes be
confusing. It will explore why humans have an innate need to belong. After
reading part one, you will have a better understanding as to how the need to
belong shows up in the workplace. Throughout the book, and especially this
first section, pay particular attention to the italicized words and phrases in
boldface. If you are unfamiliar with them, please reference the glossary
section at the end of the book.

Part two will help you make the case to your organization’s leaders as to
why they must prioritize cultivating a workplace culture of belonging. Even
if you are a seasoned DEI practitioner, you are encouraged to carefully read
through this section. It features some of the latest research and case studies
that will support you in making a persuasive business case helping you
amplify the human imperative for committing to this work. Understanding
both of these perspectives will allow you to inspire any audience, no matter
if they are champions or resisters to workplace change. If you need more
research to build your case for various audiences, you can locate all sources
cited throughout this book in the Notes section located at the end of the
book.

The third and final part of the book breaks down how you can build a
workplace culture of belonging, regardless of your role. This section
explains what an inclusive leader is, and how to determine if you have what
it takes to bring about the workplace changes you desire. You will then have
the opportunity to assess different actions you can take in your everyday



practice to become an inclusive leader. The last chapter of the book offers
coaching on how you can plan and implement short-term and long-term
actions that will transform yourself and your organization. You will also
receive guidance on how to hold yourself accountable to your personal and
organizational commitments.

Each chapter begins with a quote inspiring you to take action and at the
conclusion of every chapter, you’ll find a short summary highlighting key
points you can reference after you finish reading. This is followed by a short
exercise designed to apply what you have learned into your daily job
responsibilities. As you read along, you are encouraged to write in this book,
underline talking points that resonate with your experiences, and use this
book as a general roadmap to help your organization begin, or enhance, the
journey of creating an inclusive workplace.

To extend the depth of knowledge available to you, the wisdom of six
award-winning DEI thought leaders from across the United States is
stitched within the fabric of this book. These thought leaders will share
their take on some of the key themes presented. You can find their
perspectives featured at the end of each chapter. These thought leaders
include:

Thought leaders include:

1. Kylar Broadus, Esq., Global Human Rights Activist, Lawyer,
Business Law Professor

2. Jennifer Brown, President & CEO, Jennifer Brown Consulting and
Best-Selling Author, Inclusion: Diversity, the New Workplace & the
Will to Change

3. Joel Brown, Ed.D., Chief Visionary Officer, Pneumos

4. Ashley Brundage, Vice President, Diversity & Inclusion, PNC Bank

5. Dre Domingue, Ed.D., Assistant Dean of Students for Diversity and
Inclusion, Davidson College

6. Ben Duncan, Chief Diversity and Equity Officer, Multnomah



County Office of Diversity and Equity

You can access the full thought leader interview audio files and written
transcripts by visiting: www.rhodesperry.com/belongingbook, using the
password Belonging2018. While you are on the website, you can also find
digital worksheets, resources, and webinars related to the book’s content.
These worksheets serve as a tool to help you demonstrate and process all
that you will learn as you read through the book. These digital resources
also may be used with attribution to this book to help educate your
colleagues on important concepts featured throughout.

Consider this book as your personal coach to help you stay focused on
building an inclusive workplace fit for the twenty-first century. And like any
good coach would recommend, let’s begin our journey with a healthy warm-
up.

TAKE THE PLEDGE!

As I work to become a more inclusive leader, I pledge to:

• Make the Commitment. I’ll let my colleagues know I am
reading this book with the goal of creating a feeling of
belonging for employees, customers, and suppliers.

• Serve as a Possibility Model. I will serve as a champion of this
work by treating others as they wish to be treated, and standing
up for others, should they need an ally.

• Share this Knowledge. Once I have finished reading this book,
I will share the ideas it offers with a friend or trusted colleague
and encourage them to commit to this important work.

Signature (First, Last Date (Month, Day,



Name) Year)





 

UNDERSTANDING DIVERSITY TERMINOLOGY

 Kindness is a language that the deaf can hear and the blind can see. 

– Mark Twain

DIVERSITY ≠ INCLUSION ≠ EQUITY

To understand what it means to belong, we must first level-set, or clarify,
diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) terminology. Understanding diversity
terminology is paramount given that a good number of individuals
incorrectly use these terms. For example, when prospective clients request
my consulting services, they often use the terms “diversity,” “inclusion,” or
“equity” interchangeably. While I understand a prospective client’s general
goal to build a workplace culture of belonging, I’m not always clear as to the
work they’ve done in the past based upon how they use these terms.

In this spirit, let’s establish a foundation of what these terms mean in the
context of the workplace. You will be the head of the class if you remember
that diversity, equity, and inclusion are not synonyms. Diversity exists at
work when the environment includes a variety of individuals, groups,
and/or communities with different social and cultural characteristics,
working styles, ideas, and experiences. Remember that cultivating a diverse
workplace is not the destination. Rather, it is often an entry point to
creating dynamic, innovative, and productive organizations.



Taking this work to an intermediate level involves introducing the
concept of inclusion. Inclusion in the workplace boils down to welcoming,
respecting, supporting, and valuing the authentic participation of any
individual or group. Executives from leading organizations understand the
value proposition of engaging diverse people, ideas, and experiences
throughout the organization. As a result, these organizations continue to
lead as they introduce new methods designed to leverage the full potential of
staff from across the organization. This form of engagement recognizes each
individual employee for their valuable contributions and builds a sense of
cooperation informing key decisions.

Rather than aspiring to build diverse and inclusive workplaces, I
encourage my clients to establish equitable organizations. Equity in the
workplace is rooted in the fair treatment, access, opportunity, and
advancement of an employee while simultaneously attempting to identify
and eliminate structural barriers that have prevented the full participation of
underrepresented groups. Underrepresented groups consist of those people
from identity groups that endure disadvantages in the workplace due to
historical oppression and exploitation. An Oregon-based company, Dave’s
Killer Bread, offers an example of one way to foster equity at work for
underrepresented groups. The company offers second chance employment,
or the hiring of people with criminal backgrounds.

According to the company’s founder, Dave Dahl, the deciding factor in
whether someone with a criminal background will break through to a new
life or return to criminal activity comes down to having access to
employment with a livable wage and real career advancement
opportunities.5 Employers like Dave’s Killer Bread offer a concrete example
of how second chance employment can be implemented, helping a business
thrive while eliminating systemic barriers for underrepresented groups in
the workplace. After a decade of hiring people with criminal backgrounds,
the company has produced the top selling organic bread in the nation where
every 1 out of 3 employees on staff has a criminal background.

Equity ≠ Equality



Equity does not equal equality. When implemented effectively, equitable
business practices actively work to dismantle structural barriers, such as
bias, to hiring employees with criminal backgrounds. Equality, on the other
hand, centers around the uniform distribution of resources and
opportunities. Many assume promoting equality assures fairness. In reality,
equality assures unequal advantages to those who already have competitive
advantages over others, and they may not necessarily need the same level of
support as another individual.

For example, take a close look at Figure 1.1. On the left side of the
image, every individual has equal access to resources (in this case a crate)
with the goal of looking over the fence to view a baseball game. Even with
equal access to the same resources, the shortest person does not have the
same advantages as the tallest person, contributing to further inequities. In
this instance, height is either the advantage or disadvantage allowing
spectators to view the game.

Equality ≠ Equity



Figure 1.16

On the right side of the image, the structural barrier of the fence
preventing the full participation of the shortest person to view the baseball
game without obstruction is eliminated when there is a reallocation of
resources to ensure that all of the fans can fully view the game. Note the
reallocation of resources is not a zero-sum game, meaning that when the
tallest person gives up his crate to give a boost to the shortest person, the
tallest person does not lose out on the experience to watch the game. When
we commit to building an equitable workplace, we must understand that
different people will need different resources to be treated fairly.

In this sense, we embrace the platinum rule over the golden rule. The
golden rule encourages you to treat others the way in which you want to be
treated. Sadly, when it comes to welcoming people from different
backgrounds and lived experiences from our own, the golden rule falls short
when trying to build an inclusive workplace. Why? It assumes that other



people want to be treated in exactly the same way that you want to be
treated, implying we are all alike. This approach completely dismisses other
people’s different needs, desires, and hopes.

Fortunately, the platinum rule offers an alternative. It encourages you
to treat others the way in which they want to be treated. While subtle, this
shift in considering the needs of others before your own can mean a world of
difference to those you encounter in the workplace, provided you
consistently put this rule into action. At the end of the day, it is important to
remember when you practice this rule, you recognize other people have
specific needs. In order to make others feel seen and heard, considering these
needs and working to meet them will go a long way to creating a more
welcoming workplace.

Working in the national LGBTQ movement during the height of the
marriage equality campaign, I saw first-hand how limited resources and a
narrow focus of strategies failed to improve the well-being for LGBTQ
people living at the margins – in particular LGBTQ people of color,
transgender and non-binary people, immigrants, young people, and aging
adults. From the time Massachusetts legalized same-sex marriage in 2004
through the Supreme Court’s landmark Obergefell v Hodges decision in 2015,
87 transgender and non-binary people – almost exclusively women of color
– were brutally murdered simply because of who they were.7

Clearly the principles of equity for the most vulnerable LGBTQ
community members was not a central part of the marriage equality
campaign. Engaging the movement’s wealthiest and most influential
stakeholders meant advocating for legal and policy changes that directly
benefited their well-being. Going back to the illustration in Figure 1.1, this
type of engagement was akin to giving the tallest fan on the left every single
crate, leaving the shorter fans with nothing to improve their view of the
game.

Bringing this example back to the workplace, when introducing changes
to improve the outcomes for all stakeholders in the workplace, it is critical
to have a universal goal while centering changes around those experiencing
the greatest barriers to full engagement. This approach is what John A.
Powell has defined as targeted universalism.8 In the context of the
workplace, in order to cultivate a sense of belonging for all, it is imperative



to address some of the structural barriers to “fitting in” often endured by
underrepresented groups. When you take the time to understand existing
workplace barriers for these employees, you have the potential of positively
impacting the overall workplace climate for everyone.

THE IMPORTANCE OF INTERSECTIONALITY

To honestly discuss what equity in the workplace is, and why we should
aspire to dismantle structural barriers that constrain fostering a welcoming
environment for all employees, we must first understand what identity
groups are, and how intersectionality fits into the equation. An identity
group is one where a particular group of people from a specific culture or
community share a sense of belonging given their backgrounds, beliefs,
experiences or a combination of these things. An identity group can relate to
a person’s self-identity, social group association, or one’s psychological
identity related to self-image.9

Based on our association with different identity groups, we may find
ourselves aligning with a dominant group, or an underrepresented group.
A dominant group is one that is advantaged and has superior resources and
rights in society. An underrepresented group is one whose members are
disadvantaged and subjected to unequal treatment by the dominant group.
An underrepresented group may or may not regard themselves as recipients
of collective discrimination. Often dominant groups experience what is
known as privilege, or power and advantages derived from the historical
oppression and exploitation of other identity groups.

Each of us belongs to a number of different identity groups, and
therefore experience the concept of intersectionality. Intersectionality, as
illustrated in Figure 1.2, means that all of us have multiple identities that
intersect such as gender, race, sexual orientation, religious beliefs, ability,
work styles, political views, etc. More often than not, our intersecting
identities sometimes allow us to experience privilege, while at other times,
they expose us to endure oppression. At all times, we should avoid reducing
ourselves, or others, to any one aspect of our identities. We are a



combination of our intersecting identities, which makes each of us
authentically original rather than monoliths.

Intersectionality

Figure 1.210

With respect to my identity, here’s how different advantages and
disadvantages manifest in my life. My race, ability, education, and perceived
gender all position me in dominant groups when I enter most workplaces.
This means as a white, able-bodied, educated, man, I am already afforded
power and advantages over other people from different races, abilities,
educational backgrounds, and genders. Yet, other aspects of my identity
such as being introverted, bisexual, and transgender place me in
underrepresented groups that endure disadvantages in the workplace. I may
cover aspects of my identity if I believe they could adversely impact my job
security.



COVERING IN THE WORKPLACE

Covering occurs when a person downplays or intentionally does not disclose
a known stigmatized identity to fit in with the dominant culture. When it
comes to the workplace, according to Kenji Yoshino, 61% of employees in
the United States were found to cover some aspect of who they are at
work.11 When employees downplay their authentic selves, they negatively
impact a workplace’s overall productivity, innovation, and ability to build
strong and meaningful relationships with fellow colleagues.

According to Yoshino’s work, there are four ways covering manifests, as
featured in Figure 1.3. The first includes altering personal appearance,
including our grooming, hairstyles, mannerisms, or attire. While still
adhering to professional standards, some of us go out of our way to alter our
authentic expression. This aspect of covering compels some of us to change
our attire, such as a woman who conforms to the workplace’s implicit
culture of wearing skirts and make-up in order to blend in and get along
with fellow colleagues when she would rather wear pants suits and no make-
up in order to express a more authentic version of her gender.

Manifestations of Covering



Figure 1.312

The second aspect to covering occurs around affiliation based on our
relationships. When it comes to family building, a person in a same-sex
relationship may not disclose the gender of their partner. Similarly, a
pregnant person or someone planning to adopt a child may withhold this
information from their supervisor for fear of not earning a promotion or
securing the stretch assignment that will enable them to develop
professionally and advance within the organization.

Covering also occurs around advocacy, or our relationship to certain
groups. Some Veterans, for example, will not disclose their military
background, while others with different faith traditions may not disclose
aspects of their spiritual practices. Somewhat related to this aspect of
covering is when people downplay associations with certain people from
underrepresented groups, such as a Veteran or a person from a different
nationality, for fear of being associated with these underrepresented groups,
and experiencing similar biases.

YOUR CULTURAL ICEBERG

Understandably, there are things we can cover, and there are things we
cannot cover in the workplace. Many DEI practitioners often use the visual
of the cultural iceberg featured in Figure 1.4. This visual demonstrates what
we can and cannot cover to our fellow colleagues. Things that are often
difficult to cover include our visible presentation, including how we
communicate, the clothing we wear to express our gender, the language we
use, our mannerism, etc.

The Cultural Iceberg



Figure 1.413

Based on our relationships with others, we may discuss aspects of our
identities that we can cover, including our attitudes, opinions, personal
values, and cultural assumptions. The aspects that are less visible, or not
visible at all, help define us and our full self-expression. If we like, know, and
trust our colleagues, we are more likely to lower our water line and express
our sincere and authentic selves to them. Taking this action creates genuine
connections with our colleagues and helps boost team morale leading to a
more inclusive workplace.

We hold our core cultural values, assumptions, and unconscious biases at
the deepest depths of our cultural icebergs. Unconscious biases are attitudes
toward and stereotypes of other social groups that negatively affect our
understanding, actions, and decisions in an unconscious way.14 They impact
everything we do, and when it comes to the workplace, they affect things
like the employment cycle (i.e., hiring, firing, promotions, etc.), board
selection, succession planning, conference speakers, and much more.

To gain self-awareness of both our superpowers and the areas where we



need to grow, it is essential to understand where our unconscious biases live.
To shine a light on these biases, we have effective tools at our fingertips,
such as the Implicit Association Test (IAT).15 Developed by Mahzarin
Banaji and Anthony Greenwald, this tool enables a test-taker to explore the
hidden biases that we all carry based on how we were socially conditioned to
think about various identity groups based on their age, gender, race,
ethnicity, religion, social class, sexual orientation, disability status, national
origin, etc.16

Review the latest Equal Employment Opportunity Commission statistics
and you’ll quickly understand how unconscious biases in the workplace lead
to expensive and preventable litigation caused from microaggressions and
discrimination in the workplace.17 A microaggression occurs when brief,
everyday exchanges send denigrating messages to certain individuals
because of their identity group membership.18 Discrimination occurs when a
person experiences overt, big actions based on prejudice that unfairly treats
them differently because of, or punishes them for an aspect of their
identity.19

When our unconscious biases go unchecked in the workplace, we may
not intend to cause a microaggression or to discriminate against a fellow
colleague, yet we must take full responsibility for how our actions impact
another person or group. Our intentions are something that we meant to do,
while our impact on another person or group of people includes the effect
such actions had on them.

Think of intention versus impact as a physical concept. For example, say
you were traveling to Hawaii to visit an old friend. As you arrive in the
baggage claim area, you can see your friend running up with excitement to
give you a big hug. In their haste, they accidentally step on your toe,
shooting an electrical current of pain right up your leg. Immediately, your
friend looks at you with deep concern and continues to apologize over-and-
over saying that they didn’t mean to hurt you. Their intent was to welcome
you to Hawaii, yet, their impact left you with a broken toe, and a less than
ideal vacation.

Now translate this physical concept into an emotional one. If a person or
group of people express hurt or offense by your intentions, say for example
you fail to use the correct pronouns for a staff person who has asked you to



use gender neutral pronouns (i.e., they, them, theirs). While you may want
to explain your intent, refrain from taking a defensive position. Remember
only another person or group of people can determine the impact of your
actions, words, or nonverbal cues. Instead of reacting, pause and deeply
listen to what’s being shared. Reflect on what you learned about the impact
of your intentions, and identify ways you are working to become more
aware of your unconscious biases.

Understanding the different identity groups and structural barriers
some of these groups may endure in your workplace will empower you to
become more culturally responsive to them. Greater understanding will
help you become more aware of how your unconscious biases and best
intentions may adversely create an unwelcoming environment for some
stakeholders at work. When you take the time to self-educate and refine
your language and decision making lens into one that is more culturally
responsive, you are more likely to move towards building a more inclusive
workplace culture.

Good news! You have made it through the most challenging part of the
book. Now you have a better understanding of the basic terminology used
throughout. Remember, this chapter offers the necessary foundation to
begin cultivating more diverse and inclusive organizations. The next two
chapters will help you understand what it means to belong, and why
belonging matters in the workplace. Before we go there, check out a
summary of the key points articulated in this chapter, and put your
learnings into action by completing Exercise 2.

CHAPTER 1 – BELONGING BASICS

Diversity ≠ Inclusion ≠ Equity ≠ Equality.

Intersectionality can sometimes allow us to experience advantages,
while at other times, exposes us to enduring disadvantages.

Covering negatively impacts 61% of the U.S. workforce and creates
barriers to team morale, productivity, and innovation.



Unconscious bias impacts all aspects of our work. Great leaders do
the work to gain awareness to understanding their unconscious
biases and strive to overcome them.

Our good intentions are not an excuse for negative impacts that an
individual or group brings to our attention.



EXERCISE 1:
TAKE THE QUIZ

Directions: Read each of the definitions and match them with the correct
term. Hint, there will be one term left that does not have a matching
definition.

A: Unconscious Bias

B: Inclusion

C: Equity

D: Identity Group

E: Equality

F: Diversity

G: Intent

H: Impact

I: Covering

J: Privilege

K: Discrimination

L: Microaggression

M: Intersectionality N: Cultural Responsiveness

 1.*        F       
(Example)

An environment where a variety of different individuals, groups,
and/or communities with different social and cultural
characteristics exist.



 2. Cultivating an environment where any individual or group
can be and feel welcomed, respected, supported, and valued
to fully participate.

 3. Fair treatment, access, opportunity, and advancement
while simultaneously striving to identify and eliminate
barriers that have prevented the full participation of some
groups.

 4. Evenly distributed access to resources and opportunities
necessary for a safe and healthy life; uniform distribution
of access to ensure fairness.

 5. A particular group, culture, or community with which an
individual identifies or shares a sense of belonging.

 6. Power and advantages benefiting a dominant identity
group derived from the historical oppression and
exploitation of other identity groups.

 7. Downplaying or intentionally not disclosing a known
stigmatized identity to fit in with the dominant culture.

 8. Having multiple identities that intersect like gender, race,
sexual orientation, which sometimes can offer privilege in
some ways, but not in others.

 9. Overt, big actions based on prejudice that unfairly treat a
person differently because of, or punish them for, an aspect
of their identity.

10. Attitudes toward and stereotypes of other social groups
that negatively affect our understanding, actions, and
decisions in an unconscious way.



11. Brief, everyday exchanges that send denigrating messages
to certain individuals because of their group membership.

12. An action a person, group, or community meant to do.

13. The effect an action had on a person, group, or community.

*Quiz Answer Key: 1) Diversity; 2) Inclusion; 3) Equity; 4) Equality; 5) Identity Group;
6) Privilege; 7) Covering; 8) Intersectionality; 9) Discrimination; 10) Unconscious Bias;
11) Microaggression; 12) Intent; 13) Impact; 14) Trick – no matching term for cultural
responsiveness



THOUGHT LEADER LESSONS

What is Your Take on Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Language
and Its Evolution in the Workplace?

 As diversity professionals, we have the challenge of building empathy
with those we teach. By softening the words we use, and talking around hard
concepts like oppression and all of the -isms that show up in the workplace,
our audience can sometimes miss what we’re talking about. And yet, we have
to find new ways of building empathy and compel those we work with to

make a commitment to this work. 
– Kylar Broadus, Global Human Rights Activist, Lawyer, Business Law Professor

 I have this kind of terminology conversation all the time. Honestly,
terminology changes every single day. I find it interesting as [different
identity groups] have their own preference on acceptable terms. Connecting
the dots between these different groups is key, and contributes to the rapidly

changing terms. 
– Ashley Brundage, Vice President, Diversity & Inclusion, PNC Bank

 I love the work that John Powell has been doing out of the Haas Center at
Berkeley, and his frames of inclusion and belonging. John is trying to expand
a sense of belonging through his concept of targeted universalism, or
universal goals. His work talks about how everyone is a part of our concern.
So we’re not othering populations, we’re actually expanding our circle of love

– a concept that is a bold one in and of itself. 



– Ben Duncan, Chief Diversity and Equity Officer, Multnomah County Office of
Diversity and Equity

 Putting language to oppression is hard. Some thought leaders try to put
language to it based on their own observations of what they experienced in
the environment around them. When I think about the word diversity, it is a
useful term to help us look at and appreciate our differences. While that’s
good to do, it’s not enough because it doesn’t help our systems evolve and

change for the better. 
– Dre Domingue, Assistant Dean of Students for Diversity and Inclusion, Davidson

College

 I welcome the specificity that the really granular language that we have
for things now allows everyone to feel seen and heard, and kind of known.
Because when you put a name to something, for some of us, some kinds of
names when they’re not used in a derogatory sense, allows us to locate

ourselves in the universe with more specificity. 
– Jennifer Brown, President & CEO, Jennifer Brown Consulting

 To talk about [diversity, equity, and inclusion] at work means that you’re
speaking truth to power. You’re actually confronting patriarchy, you’re
confronting racism, you’re confronting heterosexism. And as the old adage

reads, the fox is not likely to concede the henhouse. 
– Joel Brown, Chief Visionary Officer, Pneumos



 

THE HUMAN NEED TO BELONG

 A deep sense of love and belonging is an irreducible need of all people.
We are biologically, cognitively, physically, and spiritually wired to love,

to be loved, and to belong. When those needs are not met, we don’t
function as we were meant to. We break. We fall apart. We numb. We

ache. We hurt others. We get sick. 

– Brene Brown20

MASLOW’S PYRAMID OF NEEDS

We need to belong. This human need ranks third among Maslow’s iconic
pyramid of needs as featured in Figure 2.1.21 The need to belong ranks just
above our physiological need for food, water, and shelter, and our safety
needs of personal security and well-being.23 Maslow’s work, complemented
by emerging neuroscience research, indicates that the social need to belong
“[is] managed using the same neural networks as used for primary survival
needs such as food and water.”24 The neural networks in our brains
constantly scan our environments to first assess our safety and then to
determine if we fit.

Maslow’s Pyramid of Needs



Figure 2.122

“Do I belong?” Subconsciously, our brains ask this fundamental question
each time our environment shifts, with the goal of determining our sense of
belonging and the possible threat of rejection. As we assess an environment,
our neural networks make judgements about the people we encounter. Our
brains assess if these people fit within the “us” versus “them” paradigm. Such
assessments help us determine if we belong, or if the people we encounter
pose threats. When making these assessments, two key brain responses
activate:

1. The threat response located in the limbic system, which
regulates memory, decision making, and emotional response.

2. The reward response located in the prefrontal cortex and the
posterior cingulate, which organizes our thoughts and actions

aligned with our internal goals.25

When our brain determines that we do not belong or processes feelings
of rejection from a particular person or group of people, our threat response
activates in the limbic system. When this occurs, our brain processes these
feelings in the same way as it processes physical pain, thirst, and hunger.
Understandably, our brain activates its alarm system, sending the
sympathetic nervous system, or our fight or flight response, into high gear.



If our neural networks sense feelings of rejection or lack of belonging on a
regular basis, we may compromise our immune system, experience
inflammation, and exacerbate existing diseases such as cancer, diabetes, and
those associated with aging.27

The Belonging Brain Anatomy

Figure 2.226

Conversely, when we know that we belong and experience feelings of
acceptance from a particular person or group of people, our reward response
activates in the prefrontal cortex. When this occurs, our brain processes
feelings of acceptance in a similar way as it responds to a loving and
supportive romantic partner. Research further confirms that when people
respond to physically or emotionally painful situations in lab settings,
viewing a picture of a loved one who gives them a sense of belonging helps
to reduce the level of pain.28 Such findings underscore the correlation
between feeling a sense of belonging and experiencing good health.

THE LONELINESS EPIDEMIC

One might understandably assume that the average person experiences



higher levels of social connection and feelings of belonging and acceptance
in our modern world. Logically, this assumption makes sense, given the ease
of engaging anyone from around the globe with access to an internet
connection. At the touch of our fingertips, we can call our best friend who
lives in Orlando from a beach in Costa Rica. We can connect with a nephew
studying abroad in Hong Kong from our home in Missoula. Social media in
particular offers a gateway to bridge the gap between real life relationships
and digital communities located on Facebook, Instagram, YouTube,
Twitter, LinkedIn and many other digital platforms.

Despite this level of global connectivity, mounting evidence suggests a
rise of loneliness around the globe and across generations, threatening our
health and well-being at alarming levels.29 As academics and public health
thought leaders grapple with these findings, a number of experts advocate
for including loneliness on the list of public health concerns. Some people
have taken matters into their own hands, forming charitable organizations
like The Loneliness Campaign, which is designed to raise awareness and offer
resources to respond to this growing challenge.30

So, why is loneliness and social isolation rising in an age when
communications technology continues to rapidly improve? The influence
loneliness has on social groups, coupled with the impacts it has on social
media platforms, likely contributes to its rise. According to the General
Social Survey, the number of respondents with “zero” close friends has
tripled since 1985.31 Research shows that loneliness acts as a contagion,
meaning that when someone close in your life expresses that they feel
lonely, you are 52% more likely to express a similar feeling.32

According to Dr. Nicholas A. Christakis, a sociologist and physician
known for his research on social networks:

If you’re lonely, you transmit loneliness, and then you cut the tie, or the other
person cuts the tie. But now that person has been affected, and they proceed
to behave the same way. There is this cascade of loneliness that causes a

disintegration of the social network.33

The contagion of loneliness becomes viral when fueled by the power of
the internet. For example, if a friend on Facebook expresses feelings of



loneliness, you are more likely to mirror similar feelings, which can then
destabilize your entire online social network. Ironically, many of us often
turn to the internet when we feel bored, isolated, anxious, or depressed.34

We believe that our online relationships have the ability to substitute
authentic and in-person connections. Online relationships result in
superficial human connections and do not have the same positive health
benefits as authentic offline ones.35

Research confirms that when we encounter a lonely person, we tend to
drive them away. Socially isolating the loneliest people in our society further
exacerbates this alarming epidemic. According to sociologist Phillip Slater’s
Toilet Assumption, coined in his book The Pursuit of Loneliness, we falsely
assume that if we intentionally ignore undesirable feelings or emotions, they
will disappear.36 This assumption attempts to “deny the reality of human
interdependence,” and our fundamental need to belong by receiving social
acceptance. The rise of our online “friendships” and social media followers
demonstrates our aversion to feeling lonely and deluding ourselves into
feeling a false sense of belonging.

THE POWER OF BELONGING

When we feel an authentic sense of belonging, our interests, motivation to
learn new things, health, and happiness improve. Belonging in a group
advances our position on Maslow’s Pyramid of needs. Our intellectual
achievement, immune function, and overall well-being also improve, and we
are more motivated to overcome obstacles. This increased motivation helps
us identify problems and innovate solutions, opening up new options,
experiences, and ideas to tackle long standing challenges in our lives.

To address the rising tide of social loneliness and cultivate a sense of
belonging, social psychologist Greg Walton developed the Social-Belonging
Intervention.37 While initially developed for first year college students who
felt that they didn’t fit in on campus, Walton came up with a framework that
can be applied in a variety of settings, including the workplace. According to
Walton, the framework consists of two broad messages:



1) If you feel like you don’t belong…, you (and other people like
you) are not alone.

2) If you feel this way, your experience will improve over time.38

Putting this framework into practice required juniors and seniors on
campus to be trained to connect with first year students who were
struggling with “fitting in.” They accomplished this work by sharing
quotations, statistics, and stories of similar times when they felt that they
didn’t belong, but eventually overcame these feelings. The approach helped
first year students understand that no matter how isolated they felt, those
feelings were common and were not evidence that they didn’t belong.
Rather, they were encouraged to recognize the opportunity to grow and to
see that over time, they were likely to feel a greater sense of belonging.

This intervention also had a positive impact on overcoming gender and
racial achievement gaps for women and students of color in
overwhelmingly white and male-dominated majors. Given the realities of
racism and sexism on campuses in the United States, women and students of
color often attribute challenging circumstances to feelings of not belonging
because of their race or gender. Walton’s research demonstrated that the
Social-Belonging Intervention delivered in the first year of college shifted
the perspectives and academic trajectory of these students, improving their
overall grade-point average and reducing the achievement gap by 50%.39

The success of the Social-Belonging Intervention in academic
environments may prove to offer powerful results in other settings, such as
the workplace. The power of the intervention enables recipients to
transform their perceptions of belonging or not belonging. When
considering the good and bad things that occur every day, those trained in
the intervention are less likely to interpret bad days with not belonging,
given the intervention’s guidance to help understand that daily struggles are
normal and a healthy aspect to being human.

BELONGING AT WORK



Let us now consider how we can adapt the Social-Belonging Intervention
into the workplace. It has the power to help transform our organizations
into ones where more of our colleagues can gain a better sense of belonging.
According to Walton’s research, when delivering the two broad messages of
the Social-Belonging Intervention outlined above, the following four
approaches may help you determine how to apply this concept into the
workplace:

1. Acknowledge Their Feelings. When a colleague expresses to
you that they feel as if they don’t fit in at work, first
acknowledge their feelings. You can do this by giving your
complete attention to them, deeply listening, and summarizing
their difficulties after they have finished speaking. This form of
active listening helps signal to your colleague that you have
listened to their struggles, and that you have taken the time to
acknowledge their challenges. Most importantly, giving your
attention to them demonstrates your willingness to offer
support. Don’t try to problem solve or tell them what you
would do. Just bear witness to their challenges by listening.

2. Strength in Numbers. Normalize their struggles by
reminding them that they aren’t alone. There is strength in
numbers, and you may want to remind your colleague how
others have been in a similar place. If your colleague views
their struggles as something that aren’t likely to change,
validate them, and pivot by sharing how these challenges will
not get in their way to succeeding in their role. Acknowledge
their challenges, and let them know there are always ways to
work around them when they are ready. Let them know you
are available to explore those options, and offer support when
these feelings arise.

3. Share Your Story. Share a story of a time where you felt as if
you didn’t belong at work. When sharing your story, consider
offering one aspect of being vulnerable on the job. For
example, if a colleague is struggling with sharing that she’s



planning to a have a child, and worries that the office isn’t
family friendly, consider coming out to her about your
experiences with struggling to put a picture on your desk of
your same sex partner, and connect with her about your worry
that the office wasn’t overtly LGBTQ friendly. When you
make connections, and share more about the company’s values
and culture, you may have a breakthrough.

4. The Answers are Within. Encourage your colleague to trust
their intuition and inner wisdom when navigating the
challenges at hand. Using a strengths-based approach, ask
your colleague if they have encountered similar challenges in
the past, and if so, encourage them to share the strategies they
used to resolve the matter. Before offering HR resources to
support your colleague, explore how you and other colleagues
can show up to support in informal ways. By connecting in this
manner, you’re helping foster a sense of belonging in the
workplace.

CHAPTER 2 – BELONGING BASICS

Belonging is a fundamental human need.

The feeling of isolation is akin to physical pain, hunger, and thirst.

The rise of the internet, and predominantly social media platforms,
have contributed to the epidemic of loneliness.

The feeling of belonging increases our intellectual achievement,
immune function, and overall well-being.

The Social-Belonging Intervention offers strategies to overcome
feelings of loneliness in the workplace.



EXERCISE 2:
REFLECT ON YOUR WORKPLACE EXPERIENCES

Directions: Think of a time when you felt different from everyone else at
work. For example, walking into a meeting you may have found yourself
being the only person from a different race, or the only woman, or the only
person who spoke English, or the only Veteran, etc. Spend some time
reflecting on the following questions, and then write your answers in the
fields below.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS:

1. Describe a workplace situation where you felt different from
everyone else on the job. Write down two or three sentences
detailing the context and what was taking place.

2. Who was in the room that made you feel different? What did
you perceive the group having in common that you did not
share with them?

3. Write all of the emotions associated with feeling different.
Spend some time and get specific as to what was taking place



that brought these feelings up for you?

4. Based on the feelings you described above, what is one word
that best summarizes what you felt in this particular workplace
scenario?

5. How did the experience you described above impact your job
performance and overall experiences at this particular
organization?



THOUGHT LEADER LESSONS

Is there a role for the workplace to disrupt the epidemic of
loneliness?

 Isolation has been a public health construct for a long time. As we
continue to implement our workforce equity strategy, the need for peer-to-
peer support shows up so much. People want to be, and are hungry for more
meaningful connections with people they work with every day, and that
shows up in so many different aspects of the work. When we recognize how
important this feeling is, we need to further explore how to keep moving it

into our organizations. 
– Ben Duncan, Chief Diversity and Equity Officer, Multnomah County Office of

Diversity and Equity

 I think that’s why we have all of these diversity and inclusion programs,
to enact opportunities for people to really connect with other employees. In
my role, I’m not only connecting with employees, but I’m connecting with
the community and customers. Every day includes constant interactions, and
I see the challenges so many of my colleagues have working in a role where

they don’t have that level of interaction. 
– Ashley Brundage, Vice President of Diversity & Inclusion, PNC Bank

 Virtualization of a lot of our jobs has really, really helped with diversity
and inclusion, honestly. It’s meant that so many people that would have left
jobs and employment, no longer need to leave. It’s like they can have their



family and their job and their work, and they can manage it themselves.
That’s beautiful, and that’s been something that has…the value of that in
particular, has been important for women and for parents, and for anybody
who’s ‘nontraditional’…there is a flip side, and the risk of disconnection is

very real. 
– Jennifer Brown, President & CEO, Jennifer Brown Consulting

 I see many people having a lack of purpose. When you don’t have a sense
of purpose, then you feel lost…part of loneliness to me is just a subset of
alienation, and alienation can occur with yourself, it can occur in terms of
how you see yourself as a global citizen, in terms of how you see yourself
spiritually. I think in that aspect, work has a really critical role, because work,
at least I hope, should afford you some sense of purpose and some sense of

dignity. 
– Joel Brown, Chief Visionary Officer, Pneumos

 The pace of life and the pace of work is so quick these days. [In the
workplace] there’s not a time to develop that relationship… leaders have to
recognize the challenges of our current society [with respect to loneliness]

by encouraging face-to-face dialogue, and slowing down. 
– Dre Domingue, Assistant Dean of Students for Diversity and Inclusion, Davidson

College

 Some workplace policies we are seeing around family medical leave and
pay equity are helpful, but they are government-led. Given the current
political gridlock, I think this is where corporations need to step up and allow

that space. When that happens, I think we’ll get somewhere. 
– Kylar Broadus, Global Human Rights Activist, Lawyer, Business Law Professor



 

THE IMPORTANCE OF BELONGING AT WORK

 I’ve learned that people will forget what you said, people will forget

what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel. 
– Maya Angelou

DISRUPTING LONELINESS AT WORK

The workplace has the power to connect all of us in an authentic and
meaningful way. Our relationships with our colleagues and other
stakeholders in the workplace ground this powerful connection. Everything
from formal team meetings to brainstorming sessions to passing
conversations in the hallways can stimulate creativity and our ability to
polish ideas through our relationships. When we intentionally design our
workplace to foster a greater sense of team morale and camaraderie, we have
the ability to disrupt the hazards of loneliness and to unleash our
organization’s potential.

Unfortunately, the workplace is not a panacea to combat the contagion
of loneliness. In fact, the need to belong at work is often overlooked by
executives and other business leaders. Based on my experience with
organizational change, when employers focus efforts on executing new
policies, programs, systems, or ideas, the concept of facilitating connections
and stronger teams is almost always an afterthought, if not neglected
altogether. As a result, our employees often feel alienated from their



colleagues and disconnected from their work.40 Their sense of contribution
declines, and so does their productivity.

When employees feel disconnected from their colleagues, they often feel
the need to veil important aspects of their authentic selves in order to
protect their job security. As we discussed in Chapter 1, 61% of employees
cover at work, limiting their full expression of self and the people and
groups they associate with in their daily lives.41 Censoring aspects of
yourself on the job creates unnecessary interpersonal barriers, which
ultimately compromises the ability to develop meaningful professional
relationships. It also spreads the contagion of loneliness across the
workplace.

THE IMPACTS OF LONELINESS AT WORK

When we consider those most impacted by the loneliness epidemic at work,
we discover virtually everyone on the job is adversely affected. Groups that
are historically underrepresented in the workplace cover at higher rates.
According to Kenji Yoshino and Christie Smith’s Uncovering Talent
whitepaper, 83% of LGBTQ people, 79% of Black people, 67% of women of
color, 66% of all women, and 63% of Latinx people censor important aspects
of themselves on the job.42 The pressure of conforming to a workplace
culture also has an adverse impact on enfranchised groups in the workplace
with 45% of white, straight, cisgender men also censoring important aspects
of themselves on the job.43

Covering, or limiting our full self-expression on the job, combined with
minority stress, creates significant barriers for underrepresented groups in
the workplace. Minority stress describes the chronically high levels of stress
endured by members of these groups in society, often caused by
interpersonal or organizational microaggressions and discrimination.44

Microaggressions are brief, everyday exchanges that send denigrating
messages to certain individuals because of their group membership, while
workplace discrimination often involves overt actions based on prejudice
that unfairly treats a person differently, or punishes them for an aspect of



their identity. The psychological costs of these dynamics in the workplace
shave off years of the life expectancy of employees from underrepresented
groups, especially employees of color.45

The following excerpt from an Atlantic Magazine article entitled, Being
Black – but Not Too Black – in the Workplace amplifies how minority stress
coupled with covering can undermine efforts to cultivate a sense of
belonging at work:

…while everyone needs to create and put forth an “appropriate” workplace
identity, for members of minority groups—women of all races, racial-
minority men, LGBTQ people—this becomes particularly taxing because
their working identities must counter common cultural stereotypes. For
example, black men may feel compelled to work longer hours as a way to
repudiate stereotypes of a poor work ethic among blacks. To make matters
more complicated, such strategies can backfire, reinforcing other stereotypes:
Working those long hours may lead colleagues to assume that the workers

lack the intellectual preparation needed for high-status professional jobs.46

Stereotype threat, or the situation where people believe they are at risk
of confirming stereotypes about the identity groups they belong to,
exacerbate the levels of minority stress underrepresented groups in the
workplace endure.47 Underrepresented groups are far more likely to endure
the negative impacts of minority stress. As a result, they are more likely to
cover aspects of their identity that aren’t visible when negative stereotypes
about their identity groups are present in the workplace. For example, if a
gay employee who is not out to his colleagues overhears a fellow employee
saying negative things about LGBTQ people, he experiences a
microaggression and will likely endure higher levels of minority stress. Such
stress triggers his instinct to censor important aspects about himself and his
family to protect his job security.

While minority stress does not impact the most enfranchised employees,
the pressure to conform to the workplace’s culture does take its toll on
them. For example, a straight, white, cisgender, male executive being
considered for a significant promotion decides to cover his family



association. He and his spouse are expecting a new child in a few months,
and he refrains from sharing this exciting news for fear that the promotion
won’t happen. He makes this decision because he remembered how a former
colleague was overlooked for a similar promotion because his spouse was
expecting a baby. Imagine the stress of withholding such life changing news
from the people you spend the majority of your day with, and how it would
adversely impact your job performance.

CREATING AN INTENTIONAL CULTURE

Even when a workplace effectively communicates the importance of its
diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) values, employees may still feel
pressured to conform to the organization’s culture. This pressure to
assimilate occurs when a workplace’s values fail to translate into
measurable, daily practices. The consequences leave both dominant and
underrepresented groups with a feeling of not belonging or “fitting in” with
the organization’s implicit culture. When an organization overlooks the
importance of aligning and informing its DEI values, beliefs, and
commitments in support of the overall mission or business strategy, it is left
with an unfocused, or implicit workplace culture that usually benefits only
the most enfranchised leaders.

To understand why aligning your business strategy with your
workplace’s DEI values matters, let’s unpack what an organization’s values
include. The values of your workplace consist of a set of explicitly defined
organizational principles, informed by key stakeholders throughout the
workplace. An organization’s values guide key decision making and the
overall business strategy. Your values offer a framework to determine the
socially responsible, or “right” action to take, even when faced with
extraordinarily difficult choices. Workplaces that carry B Corporation
Certificates offer concrete examples of how to align your organization’s
values with the mission.48

Ben & Jerry’s, a Certified B Corporation, offers a helpful example of how
the business publicly shares its values around social and environmental



responsibility to its customers. Ben & Jerry’s publicly shares its vision for
corporate social responsibility through embracing fair trade practices to be
better stewards of the planet, and through their commitment to invest in the
community through supporting community-based projects. The company
also champions corporate social responsibility for its employees by
implementing a livable wage policy, creating a better work-life balance for
employees, championing their health, and cultivating a sustainable supply
chain.49

Alternatively, when a company fails to align its decision making process
with its values, an implicit culture arises. Implicit cultural norms include
undefined and hard to express features of what it feels like to work within a
particular workplace. When workplace values are not defined,
communicated, understood, and championed by employees at all levels of the
organization, individual employees create disparate cultures within the
broader organization. Micro-cultures bubble up throughout the
organization, and thrive in especially large multinational corporations and
government agencies.

With the absence of clearly defined workplace values, implicit culture
takes root, further distancing you from the goal of fostering a feeling of
belonging at work. For example, I once worked with a colleague who was
faced with a tough decision. She had to choose between two equally qualified
candidates for a senior level position that would be interfacing with a
number of publicly elected officials. When I talked with her about how she
was going to make the final decision, she shared that it would be easy, as she
was going to pick the candidate that best “fit” within the workplace culture.
In this instance, the more introverted candidate was overlooked, because my
colleague believed “extroverts thrive in most workplaces.”

To fully understand this example, there are a few factors to consider
about this particular workplace culture. First, it was a municipal
government agency that still needed to clearly articulate what its DEI
values were and how they informed business decisions like hiring practices.
In the absence of these values, hiring managers were left with a standard
non-discrimination policy, and their own interpretations of what this policy
meant with respect to creating a more inclusive work environment. When
my colleague reflected on the workplace culture, she clearly said one of the



implicit requirements was the ability to fit in with fellow extroverts,
whereas from my experience as an introvert, I saw the value and strength in
mixing up the leadership team with different personalities, workstyles, and
perspectives.50

This example illustrates how implicit culture often obscures a hiring
manager’s unconscious biases by overlooking qualified candidates that don’t
look, think, work, or offer similar experiences to those people already on the
team. Not surprising, when relying on “cultural fit” to make a hiring
decision when your organization has yet to establish an intentional culture,
a workplace runs the risk of engaging in groupthink. Group think leads to
homogeneity, which can jeopardize a workplace’s relevance as a thriving
business in the twenty-first century. Veiling our unconscious biases behind
“culture fit” is something we must work to overcome. We can hold our
unconscious biases accountable by thoughtfully defining our DEI values,
and relying upon them when making important decisions like hiring a new
employee.

A workplace’s values serve as the foundation of how the business
operates in the world. Some businesses literally etch these values into
marble because they are timeless and essential as illustrated in Figure 3.1
below. At the same time, if your workplace has already gone through the
important process of creating stakeholder informed values, it is essential
that every stated value incorporates a diversity, equity, and inclusion lens.
Remember that this lens offers the bridge to cultivating a feeling a
belonging, and if you haven’t yet taken this step, chances are, many
employees aren’t engaged in their everyday functions. Even more troubling,
when an employee feels as if they don’t fit in, they often seek greener
pastures.

Ned Space Code of Conduct



Figure 3.151

INFORMING DECISIONS WITH A DEI LENS

So, what exactly is a diversity, equity, and inclusion lens, and how does one
leverage it when making business decisions? According to Sonali Balajee,
Senior Fellow at the Hass Institute, when making a business decision
impacting a policy, program, or system, four considerations should be
factored into the process.52 These factors include:

1. People

2. Place

3. Process

4. Power



Let’s examine each of these four factors of Balajee’s model to gain a
better understanding of how to apply a DEI lens to inform your
organization’s decision making process.

Equity and Empowerment Lens

Figure 3.253

1. People. As a business owner, I have incorporated this lens into
my company’s hiring process. For example, when I was
searching for a marketing associate, I evaluated how a new
employee could potentially impact the people of my firm, and
more specifically, I considered who would and would not
benefit when it comes to fellow staff, clients, and contractors. I
knew I would benefit from having an additional person on my
team; however, I also recognized some of my clients who
enjoyed having direct access to me may have a different
experience.

When applying this aspect of the model, Balajee
encourages leaders to consider the physical, spiritual,
emotional, and contextual effects that impact people by asking
the following questions:

• Who is positively and negatively affected (by this



issue and how)?

• How are people differently situated in terms of
the barriers they experience?

• Are people traumatized or retraumatized by your
decision area?

2. Place. I then examined how a marketing associate would
impact the place, or the workplace environment, and other
people’s sense of safety and feeling valued. Since the marketing
associate I hired would work remotely, I knew training and
coaching on the front end was essential. Centering initial new
employee orientations around the public values of my firm was
paramount, given I’m in the business of role modeling DEI
values and everyday practices. Additionally, I committed to
provide coaching around sustainable business practices to limit
my business’ impact on the environment.

When applying this aspect of the model, Balajee
encourages leaders to consider what geographic locations are
impacted by asking the following questions:

• How are you or your decision area accounting for
people’s emotional and physical safety, and their
need to be productive and feel valued?

• How are you considering environmental impacts
as well as environmental justice with respect to
your decision area?

• How are public and private resources, including
investments, distributed geographically?

3. Process. Before moving forward with the marketing associate
search, I examined how I would structure the process. How
would I prioritize high potential candidates that weren’t
exactly like me, and what supports could I build within my



firm to incentivize them to stay? I wanted to make sure that I
was hiring a highly motivated person who wasn’t necessarily a
white, male, living in the same city as me. I made it a point in
the job announcement to prioritize hiring women, people of
color, LGBTQ people, people with different abilities, and
Veterans. I also wanted to emphasize that I valued working
styles and approaches to assignments that offered prospective
candidates flexibility and creativity.

When applying this aspect of the model, Balajee
encourages leaders to consider the decision making process to
resolve an issue by asking the following questions:

• How are we meaningfully including or excluding
people (i.e., communities of color, low-income
communities, people of faith, etc.) who are
affected?

• What policies, processes, and social relationships
contribute to the exclusion of communities most
affected by inequities?

• Are there empowering processes at every human
touchpoint?

• What processes are traumatizing, and how do we
improve them?

4. Power. The last aspect of informing the job search involved
considering the power differentials involved. The central
question I considered based off of this lens was how my hiring
decision might better include the voices and perspectives of
underrepresented people who interface with my business on a
daily basis. I wanted prospective candidates to know they
would be intentionally encouraged to bring their authentic self
to this work. From this examination, I knew that hiring the
most qualified candidate, one with different ideas, identities,
and working styles from my own, would be most ideal in



complimenting my business.

When applying this aspect of the model, Balajee
encourages leaders to consider the power differentials involved
to resolve an issue by asking the following questions:

• What are the barriers to doing diversity, equity,
and inclusion work?

• What are the benefits and burdens that
communities experience with this issue?

• Who is accountable?

• What is your decision making structure?

• How is the current issue, policy, or program
shifting power dynamics to better integrate
voices and priorities of underrepresented
communities?

While incorporating this lens may feel like additional work, you and
your team will quickly understand how this process helps identify
unconscious biases embedded within your current practices as well as
understanding where your DEI values live within your daily work. When I
incorporated this lens into my firm’s hiring process, it took less than 15
minutes to consider answers to some of these questions. At the end of the
day, it produced an invaluable hiring and onboarding process that appealed
to a diverse pool of talented candidates for a position with my firm. The
point of this illustration intends to inspire you to consider how to take this
model and infuse it into aspects of your organization’s decision making
process.

Utilizing your business values and your DEI lens as a guide to
informing your daily business decisions will help you implement your
organization’s values into everyday practice, and leads to more stakeholders
feeling like they belong. The next section of the book helps you articulate
the business case for why cultivating a workplace culture of belonging helps
improve your bottom line. It also underscores the human imperative of this



work. You will walk away with greater confidence when you have to make a
business case to your colleagues.

CHAPTER 3 – BELONGING BASICS

The workplace has the potential to disrupt the loneliness epidemic.

Cultivating a feeling of belonging at work is often overlooked by
business leaders.

Implicit culture contributes to employees feeling like they don’t fit
in at work.

Aligning your DEI values with your organization’s mission helps
foster belonging.

Using a DEI lens to inform your decision making process will help
identify unconscious biases.



EXERCISE 3:
APPLY A DEI LENS WHEN MAKING DECISIONS

Directions: For leaders, and those on their way to joining us, we make
hundreds of decisions each week. Yet, how often do we pause and take the
time needed to consider how our diversity, equity, and inclusion values align
with our decisions? This exercise is designed to help you consider how to
take this additional step.

1. Identify a business decision you recently made

• Describe the business decision you made.

• Identify 3 factors that informed this decision. Did
your workplace’s diversity, equity, and inclusion
values factor into making this decision?

2. Identify your organization’s publicly stated values.



• Does your organization already have publicly
stated values? If so, please state them below, and
if not, develop 3–4 values that you believe your
business centers its everyday practices around
(i.e., cooperation, respect, excellence, etc.).

• If your organization does not have publicly
stated values, list the person or group of people
you would need to approach to develop them,
and consider how you would make the case to
develop them.

5. Utilize the four factors (people, place, process, and power) of
the DEI lens and the associated questions featured in this
chapter.

• List at least one question from each of the four
factors that would have helped inform the
decision you recently made below:



People:

Place:

Process:

Power:

• Review your answer to each question above, and
describe below if you would make a different
decision based on your responses.



THOUGHT LEADER LESSONS

Why do you think the conversation of belonging at work is gaining
so much momentum in the diversity, equity, and inclusion field?

 Belonging is a basic human element. When we came out with our equity
and empowerment lens, one of the quadrants that we used around the
relational worldview is this concept of spirit. We included it to give breadth,
to give meaning, to give value, which is such a clear human element. In some
ways, I would argue that employees are seeking out meaning, purpose,
connection, and belonging as an alternative to the devaluing of human life

that is happening in our national conversation. 
– Ben Duncan, Chief Diversity and Equity Officer, Multnomah County Office of

Diversity and Equity

 Belonging is the result of how it intrinsically feels to know that an
organization values my diversity, and has made sure that my voice is
included. It’s the embodiment of how it feels to work in a diverse and

inclusive organization. 
– Jennifer Brown, President & CEO, Jennifer Brown Consulting

 The idea of belonging makes everybody feel welcome, where everyone has
an opportunity. It helps shift the culture in the workplace to one where the
team is working towards the ‘we all belong’ theory. It gives us a better sense

of what success looks like – when people know they belong. 
– Kylar Broadus, Global Human Rights Activist, Lawyer, Business Law Professor



 Given the fact that we work long hours, Americans are pretty
overworked, I think we should want to belong to our respective workforces,
we should want to belong to the community at our employer. We should
want to feel like we belong because in some respects we’re spending more if
not relatively equal time with other people than our families. So it’s
important to create that sense of belonging, and it’s important to build that

sense of community, and to feel like you’re contributing to something. 
– Joel Brown, Chief Visionary Officer, Pneumos





 

THE FUTURE OF WORK HAS ARRIVED

 Diversity in the world is a basic characteristic of human society, and

also the key condition for a lively and dynamic world as we see today. 
– Jintao Hu

THE DIGITAL REVOLUTION

In 1947, Bell Laboratories introduced the world to the Digital Revolution
with the invention of the transistor. Transistors are the basic building
blocks of modern electronic devices starting with the transistor radio and
moving to devices like the personal computer, the internet, and a plethora of
other digital technologies. With the transistor, the workplace as we knew it
radically transformed, and so too the world. These digital technologies have
connected us in unprecedented ways, making our labor market one that is
irreversibly global.

According to the Society for Human Resources Management, a snapshot
of today’s global workforce includes the following traits:

• An older, more gender and ethnically diverse workforce, with
increased interconnectivity.

• Country of origin and ethnicity no longer dictate a worker’s
geographical scope, especially with developing countries.



• Working from remote locations no longer prevents employees
from communicating with their colleagues, allowing teams to
collaborate with ease across national borders and time zones.

• Increased global connectivity means that workers can move
around more frequently and might choose to migrate for both

permanent and temporary jobs.54

Global shifts in the marketplace also impact local and regional labor
markets. In the United States for example, people of color will make up
more than 50 percent of the U.S. population by 2045, and there will be no
single racial majority demographic in the country.55 Given these changes,
coupled with the impact of the Digital Revolution on the global workforce,
let’s consider how these forces impact our sense of belonging at work, and
our ability to adapt to ensure our organizations thrive into the future.

Today, we have an enormous opportunity due to the labor market
disruptions caused by the Digital Revolution. We now have access to digital
technologies helping us more fully engage our people and our customers
because of the Digital Revolution. These technologies enhance our ability to
cultivate a sense of belonging at work. To successfully adapt to the
changing landscape, let’s examine how workplaces survived the Industrial
Revolution to inform where we are now and where can go. Examining the
past may offer some helpful guidance that can empower us with the
confidence we need to respond and adapt to the changing trends in the
global workforce.

HISTORICAL WORKFORCE SHIFTS

The Industrial Revolution transformed the means of production with the
simple, yet genius, invention of the interchangeable part. Instead of
producing goods like clothing or cooking utensils by hand, interchangeable
parts made it possible to produce these same products with machines.
Ultimately, this discovery led to the creation of new products like the steam
engine, which powered the rise of mass production and factory jobs. The



Industrial Revolution resulted in a “new normal,” with an unprecedented
rise in global wealth for the dominant class, more jobs for the working class,
and an increased awareness of class consciousness with the development of
the Labor Movement.

With respect to the workplace, the Industrial Revolution disrupted how
the economy and labor was organized. With the high demand for factory
labor, the working class went from 25% of the working population to nearly
60% by the end of the nineteenth century.57 Yet, as the Industrial Age found
its stride, the standard of living for the working class did not improve, and
many experienced less freedom working much longer hours, sometimes up
to 16 hours a day, compared to their former roles as serfs.58

Historical Workplace Revolutions

Figure 4.156

As a result, factory workers were alienated from their jobs and felt a
sense of isolation in their workplaces. Rather than having the opportunity to
create and complete a project from start-to-finish, factory workers were
resigned to contribute some small function of the means of production. At
the end of each day, they rarely, if ever, could take credit for the completion
of a factory product. Many factory workers were viewed as
“interchangeable,” as their repetitive roles required a low level of skill,
rendering the sense of belonging at work an almost impossible feeling.



THE 21ST CENTURY WORKFORCE

Similar to the Industrial Revolution, the Digital Revolution is bringing
greater numbers of workers together. The rise in global trade and the
expansion of multinational corporations have increased the level of cross-
cultural collaboration. This kind of collaboration often bridges cultural and
geographic differences. As the Industrial Revolution concentrated the
working class into factories situated in urban areas, the Digital Revolution
has opened access to a world-wide talent pool, ultimately creating a more
global workforce, and this trend will only continue into the future.59

As more workplaces open up their doors to the global talent pool, they
must understand some of the demographic shifts at hand. The global
workforce is aging and becoming more ethnically and gender diverse. At the
same time, as they compete for the best and brightest talent, they must
remember that culture goes far beyond simply thinking about age, gender,
race, and ethnicity. In order to create a sense of belonging for all,
workplaces must consider the cultural diversity of people with different
backgrounds, ideas, experiences, and abilities.

MANAGING CULTURAL DISTANCE

When it comes to cultivating a culture of belonging, organizations may
struggle to balance their company’s values with the cultural norms and
expectations of their global workforce. For example, the Ugandan
government passed a bill in 2014 making it punishable by life in prison to
simply to be a LGBTQ person.60 An online petition urged multinational
corporations in the country to leverage their clout and pressure the
government to rescind this law. Citibank and Barclays, two of Uganda’s
biggest banks were encouraged by advocates to take a public position
condemning this law.61

Leading up to the law’s passage, Barclays issued the following
statement:



Barclays has a strong history of supporting all aspects of diversity, both in
the workplace and in wider society. Equally, we are proud of playing our
part in the development of economies across Africa, and the key role Barclays
plays in the lives of millions of our African customers. Barclays is aware of
the proposed legislation [impacting LGBTQ people] in Uganda and we
are engaging at appropriate levels of the Ugandan Government to express

our views.62

Citibank followed with this statement:

While the laws and cultural norms in some countries where Citi operates
differ from commonly accepted global standards for human rights, Citi
supports equality without regard for, among other personal characteristics,
race, gender, gender identity or expression, disability, age, nationality, or
sexual orientation.

Both banks demonstrate one approach to manage the cultural distance,
or the gap between their organizations’ values and the laws of Uganda. This
distance demonstrates the friction around a workplace’s commitment to
LGBTQ diversity, equity, and inclusion, and the challenges of operating in a
part of the world where the government promotes laws that run afoul to
such commitments. In this instance, both banks made strategic decisions to
continue business operations as usual, overlooking their values, making it
difficult for their LGBTQ employees to truly have a sense of belonging,
especially for those living in Uganda.63

As a growing number of businesses operate beyond the borders of their
home countries, they take on increased levels of operational risk. In the case
of Barclays and Citibank, the potential risk came in the form of disrupting
valuable government and business relationships that contribute to their
profit margins. Their commitment to corporate social responsibility (CSR)
in this instance has yet to become an important cornerstone to their global
business strategy. When successfully implemented, CSR strategies decrease
risk and increase opportunities, which can help contribute to a sustainable
global community, while increasing an organization’s profit margins.



BELONGING ON MULTICULTURAL TEAMS

The increasingly global workforce also introduces challenges related to
managing teams and developing employees. Understandably, employees
from different cultures and experiences find inspiration and motivation from
different sources and incentives. People from different cultures will also
respond to a dominant workplace’s management and communications styles
in vastly different ways. Because cultural diversity contributes to a
workplace’s overall success, as we will explore in greater detail in Chapter 5,
it’s essential for your organization to learn how to manage a globally
diverse workplace using the latest strategies and skills.

According to Erin Meyer, author of The Culture Map: Breaking Through
the Invisible Boundaries of Global Business:

In the age of globalization, acknowledging – and understanding cultural
differences is more important than ever. This is particularly true for leaders,
as they have always needed to understand human nature and personality
differences – that’s nothing new. What’s new is the requirement for twenty-
first century leaders to be prepared to understand a wider, richer array of
work styles than ever before and to be able to determine what aspects of an
interaction are simply a result of personality and which are a result of

differences in cultural perspective.64

Our global workforce contributes to creativity, innovation, and new
ways of thinking influenced by different cultural beliefs, backgrounds, and
experiences. Workplaces that value the strengths rooted within these
differences, and understand how to leverage them to attract new talent and
appeal to the global workforce, will remain relevant towards the end of this
century.

Education and skill levels are a key differentiator between the Digital
and Industrial Revolutions. Today’s workforce consists of people with better
education and more skills, as compared to the low-skilled workers who
migrated to factories and mills during the height of the Industrial
Revolution. The number of educated people between developed and less



developed countries is near parity, and more educated workers are
migrating abroad in search of better opportunities and wages.65

RETHINKING ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURES

The Digital Revolution has also radically restructured how we organize our
people. Some labor economists estimate that over the next 30 years, workers
will be categorized into three core groups: 1) permanent contract employees;
2) independent contractors; and, 3) temporary employees dedicated for
seasonal work when demand for products and services is high.66 The
restructuring of the global talent pool will also radically transform how
employers approach employee compensation, contracting, insurance, and
other employee benefits.

Rather than migrating to another country for better opportunities, many
higher skilled workers now have a choice. Some choose to stay in their home
countries and pursue remote permanent, contract, or temporary work
assignments to meet short-term labor needs. This option increases
flexibility for international workers and also offers opportunities for
businesses to hire on-demand without having to endure ongoing costs that
are associated with permanent employees.

The greatest challenge with this shift in the structure of talent within an
organization is the burden it places upon management. Managers
responsible for permanent, contract, and temporary employees must now
exercise different management skills to foster a sense of belonging.
Employee engagement strategies focused on welcoming temporary team
members to the organization, communicating with remote workers, and
keeping the team focused on shared goals and interdependencies can help
managers navigate these challenges.

The Digital Revolution continues to reshape the way we work. Today,
more than ever before, we have access to an increasingly diverse and global
workforce. With that kind of access comes great responsibility to build
bridges across cultural divides and to cultivate a welcoming culture of
belonging for all. Our greatest challenges come in dealing with attracting,



including, and sustaining multicultural talent, and in maintaining our
business values in the face of human rights abuses that conflict with these
values.

Given the complexities of operating business enterprises across borders,
the next chapter will outline the business case for cultivating workplace
cultures of belonging. This chapter will help you shape a powerful and
persuasive message for even those most resistant to this work. It will offer
some valuable facts and talking points to consider. Ultimately it will help
your organization build the strong foundation necessary to then begin
testing solutions on how to cultivate a sense of belonging for your team.

CHAPTER 4 – BELONGING BASICS

The workplace is irreversibly global and interconnected.

Shifting demographics and digital technologies offer new
opportunities to engage cross-cultural teams.

The Digital Revolution is the “Industrial Revolution” of our
lifetime.

The global workforce is aging and becoming more ethnically &
gender diverse.

Businesses must balance their values with cultural norms of the
countries they operate.

Managing the changing nature of work poses new challenges for
aligning an organization’s values with new workforce management
methods.



EXERCISE 4:
HOW IS YOUR WORKPLACE CHANGING?

Directions: This exercise encourages you to reflect on the many workplace
changes that have occurred since you first started your career. Please take a
few minutes to consider these changes and how they may impact your sense
of belonging at work.

1. Consider your workplace’s demographics as you answer the
following questions:

• The global workforce is aging and becoming
more ethnically and gender diverse. Do you see
this trend reflected in your own workplace?
Why or why not?

• Is your organization prepared to adapt to the
workforce’s shifting demographics? Is your
organization prepared to onboard employees
who are of different ages, races, ethnicities,
sexual orientations, gender identities, etc. from
those currently on staff? Why or why not?



2. Estimate your workplace’s ratio of permanent, contract, and
temporary employees.

• Permanent __________%

• Contract __________%

• Temporary __________%

• Of the percent of contract and temporary
employees on the job, do you believe they feel a
sense of belonging at work? Why or why not?

3. Strategies to manage change.

• Identify one way your workplace has helped
foster a sense of belonging for employees from
different identity groups, work styles,
experiences, or who are not currently permanent
staff?



• Identify one recommendation you would make to
help better foster a sense of belonging for these
employees.



THOUGHT LEADER LESSONS

When you think of the future of work, where does the concept of
belonging fit?

 The younger workforce intuitively understands the value of bringing
their full selves to work. The furthest group from understanding the value of
belonging is the executive level. To truly help employees feel a sense of
belonging, executives must hold themselves accountable in everything that
they are doing to value diversity, to authentically speak about inclusion, and

to consistently practice those behaviors. 
– Jennifer Brown, President & CEO, Jennifer Brown Consulting

 [The future of work] is through healing. I think when we learn to heal
our own trauma, and we learn to heal our own sense of disconnect, then I
think we can provide space for others. I think for a number of people, the
reason why it’s hard for them to build inclusion is because they’ve not created
belonging and safety for themselves. And usually that comes about by
healing trauma, and when I say trauma I don’t mean “big T” trauma because
sometimes people think of trauma as you have to have suffered some
calamity; rather when you think about [a microaggression] that is also

trauma. 
– Joel Brown, Chief Visionary Officer, Pneumos

 There has to be that buy-in for belonging to have a future in the
workplace. If the leadership in a company really wants the employees to feel a



sense of belonging and to buy-in, they better put their money where their

mouth is. They need to walk the walk, show up, and actively engage. 
– Ashley Brundage, Vice President of Diversity & Inclusion, PNC Bank

 It’s got to be all over your company – from the moment you go looking
for employees, that your organization is going to take care of your people in
the best way possible, and this is just one of the benefits of working with your
team. A clear commitment and proof points that your organization is creating
an environment that works for everyone is what continues to set successful

businesses apart from the pack. 
– Kylar Broadus, Global Human Rights Activist, Lawyer, Business Law Professor

 What I’ve been trying to do in my work is exploring how to help validate
the pain of not being seen and feeling a sense of belonging [of leaders and
their staff]. Brene Brown’s work has helped with strategies I use to
encourage [my clients] to drop some of their armor and be less defensive and

more open. 
– Dre Domingue, Assistant Dean of Students for Diversity and Inclusion, Davidson

College

 [A]t a human level, people understand they need to feel safe. All of the
trauma informed practices we develop contribute to creating spaces that are
physically, spiritually, and emotionally safe. The concepts are showing up in a
variety of workplaces. People need to feel this [level of safety] on the job
every single day to maximize their job performance, to reduce their stress

and healthcare costs, and to increase an organization’s effectiveness. 
– Ben Duncan, Chief Diversity and Equity Officer, Multnomah County Office of

Diversity and Equity
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MAKING THE BUSINESS CASE FOR BELONGING AT WORK

 A diverse mix of voices leads to better discussions, decisions, and

outcomes for everyone. 

– Sundar Pichai, CEO of Google67

t takes every single person on the job to cultivate a sense of belonging
for our colleagues and those we serve. Conversely, it only takes one
person to toxify the workplace. When I led New York City’s Office of

LGBTQ Policy and Practice, this statement became my personal mantra. I
was working in a system with over 7,000 administrators and over 30
contracted organizations with staff sizes that either rivaled or dwarfed the
size of our agency.

Together we collaborated to deliver culturally specific care to LGBTQ
children, adolescents, and their families in foster care and juvenile justice
settings. It wasn’t enough for leaders to embrace an inclusive policy. Rather,
we had to ensure that every staff member from the Commissioner to the
office administrator had the knowledge, skills, and confidence to respectfully
serve this vulnerable population. It only took one person to compromise this
fragile workplace ecosystem.

Due to workplace interdependencies, and the external impacts of the
changing global workforce, we must collectively commit to doing the work
required to cultivate a sense of belonging for all. This chapter explores how
we can make an effective business case expressing the importance of



belonging at work to our peers, our leaders, and those we manage. The
business case centers around why focusing on the feeling of belonging will
ensure that your organization’s diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) ethos
moves beyond lip service and becomes embedded into everyday business
activities.

To effectively make the business case for belonging, we will break it
down by examining three different parts of the workplace ecosystem: 1) our
people, 2) the markets we serve, and 3) the suppliers we hire to help us
accomplish our workplace mission. After reviewing these aspects of the
workplace ecosystem, and some of the compelling data that underscores why
we must double down on this work, we will then explore strategies on how
to make the most compelling business case. We will consider a number of
different audiences and different strategies to persuade them. Finally, we’ll
apply our learnings through a simple exercise designed to empower you to
share this message with those who need to hear it the most within your
organization.

BELONGING FOR OUR PEOPLE

According to Pat Wadors, Chief Talent Officer at ServiceNow, DEI
commitments “are the key to win[ning] the war for talent, to find and hire a
diverse workforce, and to ensure fair practices, but they aren’t sufficient.”68

The key to winning the war for the best and brightest talent is to cultivate a
workplace culture of belonging. In this spirit, Wadors coined the term DIBS
(diversity, inclusion, and belonging), which combines a company’s DEI
ethos with the power of belonging. She came up with this term after
realizing that her workplace’s past DEI initiatives captured her intellect, yet
they fell short of winning her heart.

Wadors’ leadership pushed us to begin the conversation of belonging at
work, yet most organizations have not started the dialogue. Part one of this
book examined what it means to belong and how our need to belong drives
many of us to seek meaningful connections with others. When it comes to
the workplace, we know having a sense of belonging can help us overcome



feeling isolated. When effectively leveraged the workplace has the power to
combat the rising public health epidemic of loneliness. A growing body of
research communicates the value proposition of opening up the dialogue of
belonging at work.

This dialogue is needed now more than ever before as evidenced by
Aaron Hurst’s book, The Purpose Economy. His research confirms, “28% of
the 150 million-member U.S. workforce defines the role of work in their
lives primarily as a source of personal fulfillment and a way to help others.”
While nearly 30% of all U.S. workers feel fulfilled and connected at work,
tragically 72% of U.S. based workers do not have a sense of meaning.70 In
order to stay relevant, employers must help cultivate a sense of purpose and
belonging for their organizations to thrive into the future.

The Purpose Economy

Figure 5.169

A wealth of research confirms that key performance indicators improve
when workplaces invest in proven DEI strategies, systems, and programs.
These improvements largely derive from an increase in productivity,
innovation, and profit.71 Understanding why these indicators improve from



such investments, and recognizing where belonging fits into the equation,
may help us win both the hearts and minds of our colleagues when doing
this important work. After all, when employees feel a sense of belonging at
work, they become more attached to their organization and their occupation.
These attachments are often better motivators than financial compensation
for employees to do their best work.72 But, why?

Having a sense of belonging at work leads to an increase in our
psychological safety, or a feeling of acceptance and respect, empowering us
to be more authentic in our work. As a result, we are more likely to feel
engaged with our colleagues, leading to improved employee relationships,
team morale, and innovation.73 The concept of belonging at work taps into
our primal need to identify with a group, be accepted by its members, and
serve as a contributing member to its long-term success.74 Employers that
plan to win the so-called talent war, or the competition for recruiting and
retaining the best and brightest employees, embrace the importance of
belonging at work. Many of these early adopters have already started
conversations about what belonging means to their people.

These employers understand that staff engagement predicts their long-
term success and relevancy. They spend time trying to understand the
expectations of younger generations like Millennials and Digital Natives,
soliciting their ideas about what it means to belong at work, and how to
cultivate that feeling in the workplace. They recognize how younger
generations hold the secrets to staying ahead of the competition when it
comes to competing for the best and brightest. Millennials, in particular,
want to join a workplace where they feel they have purpose, and that the
organization is helping make the world a better place.76

Here’s the rub – high potential Millennials carefully assess where they
work, and consider several factors as illustrated in Figure 5.2. In particular,
Millennials want to see diverse representation of people, thoughts, and
working styles from the top levels of an organization on down to the front
lines.77 They evaluate how well an organization walks its DEI talk. They
also want to help shape the organization, giving them a sense of purpose,
and an opportunity to develop professionally. They gravitate toward
employers that invest in robust social responsibility programs addressing
some of the world’s most vexing problems including climate change, human



rights abuses, and economic inequality.78

What Younger Talent Wants Should Matter to You

Figure 5.275

BELONGING FOR OUR CUSTOMERS

Cultivating a sense of belonging doesn’t stop with our employees. Serving
our markets, or our clients and customers, and responding to their needs in
a respectful and intentional manner assures an organization’s long-term
relevancy, helping them thrive into the future. With that in mind, we must
work on creating a business case for what it means to not only serve,
include, and create fairness for our customers and clients, but to also help
them feel that they belong by being connected to the organization’s purpose.

For leaders that prefer to see numbers in order to prioritize this aspect
of the work, consider a few compelling statistics. When it comes to creating
more accessible services and products for people with disabilities, your
business gains access to serving more than a billion people, or almost 1 out
of every 9 people on the planet. People living with disabilities make up the
world’s largest minority group, and in the United States alone, 54 million
people living with a disability surpass the size of people who are Latinx,



Black, Asian and Pacific Islander, Generation X, and young people ages 16–
24 combined.79 People living with disabilities also have an annual
purchasing power of $200 billion.80

When your organization can deliver culturally specific products or
services, you can help cultivate a sense of belonging and safety for your
customers. Culturally specific products or services are those informed by-
and-for a target group of people with specific desires or needs. The use of
language, cultural norms, and customs familiar to the target group are
aspects that inform how to develop these products or services. When your
organization successfully meets the specific cultural needs of your markets,
your organization ignites consumer loyalty and earns positive visibility.

When a company invests the time and resources needed to deliver
culturally specific products and services, the net profit gained from
consumer loyalty is significant. For example, when looking at LGBTQ
consumer loyalty alone, 71% say they would remain loyal to a brand that
supports the human rights of LGBTQ people, even if the brand’s products
or services are more expensive or less convenient to find.81

Even though LGBTQ people make up less than 7% of the U.S. adult
population, their annual purchasing power is $917 billion.82 According to
Witeck Communications, “contemporary market behaviors are favorably
shaped by Millennials who appear to be the most LGBTQ inclusive
generation yet.” This level of LGBTQ consumer loyalty is amplified by the
networks of non-LGBTQ friends, family members, and co-workers who are
Millennials.83

When it comes to Millennial consumers themselves, they compromise
some of the most sophisticated markets, and businesses should take notice as
to what matters most to them. Given that they are the largest living
generation in the United States, their combined annual purchasing power is
$1.3 trillion.84 Millennials are the most diverse generation in U.S. history85

and 75% consider a workplace’s DEI actions and commitments before
engaging with the business.86 Workplaces that continue to make intentional
efforts to cultivate a sense of belonging will get “first dibs” on Millennial
consumer loyalty.

Millennial consumers place pressure on businesses to commit to



cultivating a sense of belonging and expect accountability for creating a
better world in which they belong. Peter Drucker expertly describes the
impact of Millennials on how businesses are prioritizing belongingness and
social responsibility. In his book, Managing in a Time of Great Change,
Drucker wrote:

Economic performance is not the only responsibility of a business…
Furthermore, without responsibility, power always degenerates into
nonperformance and organizations must perform. So the demand for

socially responsible organizations will not go away; rather, it will widen.87

Since the publication of his book, Millennials continue to push
organizations to demonstrate their support for economic, environmental,
and socially sustainable practices. These business practices make up what’s
known as the triple bottom line, an accounting term evaluating a
workplace’s greater business value in relationship to the global
marketplace.88

BELONGING FOR OUR SUPPLIERS

The triple bottom line extends to how our organizations infuse a sense of
belonging to those businesses in our supply chain. Suppliers, or contractors,
help our businesses solve some of our greatest challenges. Workplaces that
intentionally prioritize procurement spending for socially and economically
disadvantaged businesses to serve as contractors help diversify their supply
chain, and are more likely to achieve innovation, cost-reduction, and revenue
growth objectives. Diversifying the supply chain by specifically working
with businesses owned by women, people of color, LGBTQ individuals,
Veterans, people with disabilities, and those at the intersections will help
improve products and services for those within and beyond your
organization.

A growing number of businesses are focusing their attention on
including diverse suppliers to participate in their competitive bidding
process. Yet, simply including diverse suppliers won’t be sufficient in



cultivating a sense of belonging for them. Your business should actively
outreach the most capable diverse suppliers that align with your
organization’s strategy and explain how their services can help lead to
further innovation of competitive products and services. Explaining how
diverse suppliers fit into your organization’s broader mission and goals will
cultivate a sense of belonging for these suppliers, and inspire them to bid on
relevant projects. These outreach efforts are well worth the investment,
given that the number of women and minority owned businesses are
outpacing the growth of other middle-market companies.89

Knowing what we do about the changing demographics in the United
States and around the world, committing to diversifying the supply chain
will make your business more attractive to the global talent pool, along with
new and emerging markets. Your people and your markets will value your
workplace’s DEI commitments, and you’ll be far more effective at
communicating them by clarifying how your stakeholders can be engaged
with your organization, and feel a sense of belonging. EY offers some
guidance on how to unclog your organization’s growth pipeline to increase
supplier diversity:

Introducing diverse suppliers into the supply chain improves a company’s
ability to engage with different communities and cultures and also generates
a significant return on investment. In our increasingly interconnected global
marketplace, every company relies on a network of business relationships in
order to succeed. Companies that limit their supply chain flexibility place
themselves at risk for poor performance and potential disruptions.
Companies with a great number of diverse supply chains that include small
businesses often deliver stronger results and are better positioned to respond

to rapidly changing market conditions.90

The benefits of diversifying your organization’s supplier pipeline have
the potential to cultivate a greater sense of belonging for your stakeholders.
It also has the potential to generate 133% greater return on the cost of
procurement operations.91 In other words, for every $1 million dollars
invested in procurement costs, businesses that have a higher adoption rate
of supplier diversity programs generate upwards of $2.6 million to their net



profit, or their bottom line. Such a significant return on investment suggests
that gaining the competitive edge is both the right thing to do, and it makes
good business sense.

CHAPTER 5 – BELONGING BASICS

Creating a culture of belonging relies on all stakeholders involved at
work.

Diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts activate our mind, and
feeling a sense of belonging opens our hearts.

Millennial workers are motivated more by purpose and belonging
than by compensation alone.

Making our customers feel they belong is rewarded with their
consumer loyalty.

Welcoming diverse suppliers helps tackle how to create a sense of
belonging for our people and customers.



EXERCISE 5:
MAKING THE BUSINESS CASE FOR BELONGING

Directions: Identify the key decision makers in your organization whom
you need to make the business case for belonging. Then follow the
instructions below and craft a compelling message for each of these leaders.

1. Create a Power Map.

• Obtain your employer’s organizational chart, and
rank each leader listed on the chart as either a
champion (C) or a resister (R) to cultivating a
sense of belonging for your people. If you are
unsure, you can list them as those within the
moveable middle (MM). This group may include
people that have the potential to serve as
champions with some education and coaching.

(C):

(MM):

(R):

• Based on your assessment, determine the top 3–4
leaders you must target on the chart keeping in
mind their decision making authority to approve,
endorse, or influence investing in cultivating a
culture of belonging.

#1:



#2:

#3:

#4:

2. Cultivate Your Champions.

• Customize a statement that will capture the
attention of the champions on your leadership
team. The statement should inspire them to
serve as “belonging” ambassadors for other
stakeholders at work.

• Share a brief story relevant to this conversation
that will support your opening statement, and
encourage these champions to endorse your
vision for belonging at work. Feature statistics
highlighted in this chapter for those leaders who
are moved by existing research. Consider
internal or external factors that may be relevant.



• What is your call to action for the champions in
your organization? Why?

3. Move the Middle.

• Customize a statement that will build interest
and compel the moveable middle on your
leadership team to support investing in
cultivating a culture of belonging.

• Share a brief story relevant to this conversation
that will support your opening statement and
build upon the moveable middle’s empathy and
understanding. Feature statistics highlighted in
this chapter for those leaders who are moved by
existing research. Consider internal or external
factors that may be relevant.



• What is your call to action for the moveable
middle in your organization? Why?

4. Address the Resisters.

• Customize a statement that will make the case as
to why cultivating a culture of belonging
matters for the future of your organization,
keeping in mind this statement will be shared
with the most skeptical.

• Share a brief story relevant to this conversation
that will support your opening statement, and
acknowledge and address the resisters’ concerns
and fears. Feature statistics highlighted in this



chapter for those leaders who are moved by
existing research. Consider internal or external
factors that may be relevant.

• What is your call to action for the resisters in
your organization? Why?



THOUGHT LEADER LESSONS

What is needed for executives to recognize belonging at work is
an essential ingredient to remain relevant?

 I talk to clients who say, ‘We want to be cutting-edge, we want to be the
best that we can be.’ Well, to do that you have to be inclusive for the simple
fact that if you really want to fulfill the organizational objective, if you want
to take care of the planet, you have to leverage the cultural expertise that is
around you. You can’t do that if you’re not being inclusive, because the
woman, the gay person, the Latinx person, or the person who speaks a
different language might be the key to unlocking whatever solution,
whatever potential exists. So you have to take this step if you’re really serious

about being a relevant and innovative business. 
– Joel Brown, Chief Visionary Officer, Pneumos

 We need more innovative CEOs who recognize that their most valuable
assets are their people. As businesses continue to automate all aspects of the
business process with technology, leaders cannot leave their people behind. 

– Kylar Broadus, Global Human Rights Activist, Lawyer, Business Law Professor

 Our greatest risk is that we have so much pressure to get work done that
we forget how important it is to feel that space and connection with each
other. [Leaders must remember] people need to feel a sense of purpose at

their workplace every single day. 
– Ben Duncan, Chief Diversity and Equity Officer, Multnomah County Office of



Diversity and Equity

 I encourage leaders to be more patient and more open to starting a
dialogue with their people about what it means to belong. With commitment

and more patience, they are more likely to be successful. 
– Dre Domingue, Assistant Dean of Students for Diversity and Inclusion, Davidson

College

 Leaders need a brand around inclusion that is believable, that is authentic,
that is backed up by what they do from a diversity standpoint. But how does
it look, and how does it sound? How do we see it in action? That’s what I
want to know as an employee, if I’m looking at my leader. I can tell you the
million little things and big things that I hear them communicating or doing
through the grapevine or publicly, that convince me that they’re a leader who
gets it, meaning they’re an inclusive leader, or they’re somebody who’s still

struggling to find their place in the discussion. 
–Jennifer Brown, President & CEO, Jennifer Brown Consulting

 Sometimes you’ve got to push beyond your fears and say what needs to be
said. It might not be the thing that’s going to make everybody feel warm and
fuzzy, but there has to be some level of accountability for people to actually

share their opinion. 
–Ashley Brundage, Vice President of Diversity & Inclusion, PNC Bank



 

UNDERSCORING THE HUMAN IMPERATIVE

 If you hire people just because they can do a job, they’ll work for your
money. But if you hire people who believe what you believe, they’ll work

for you with blood and sweat and tears. 
– Simon Sinek

CLOSING THE PURPOSE GAP

Only “twenty-eight percent of the 150 million-member U.S. workforce
defines the role of work in their lives primarily as a source of personal
fulfillment and a way to help others,” as mentioned in the last chapter.92 By
making marginal gains to give employees a sense of belonging, confidence,
and purpose in their work, leading employers will have the competitive
advantage of engaging the best and brightest among the 72% – or 108
million – workers in the United States who feel that they lack a sense of
purpose when it comes to their job.

Why should we focus our attention on purpose driven workers? After
all, isn’t it enough to simply ensure our team feels a sense of security within
the workplace, remains engaged, and receives fair compensation for their
hard work? While these goals help establish a foundation for a healthier
workplace, leading organizations gain a competitive advantage when they
effectively close the purpose gap. When successful, these organizations
attract the remaining 72% of the workforce that feels their contributions



lack meaning and importance. They also understand purpose driven workers
are the linchpin to cultivating a sense of belonging.

Purpose driven workers exceed key performance outcomes when
compared to their disengaged colleagues in the following areas:

• Twenty percent (20%) longer expected tenure.

• Fifty percent (50%) more likely to be in leadership positions.

• Forty-seven percent (47%) more likely to promote their
employers, serving as brand ambassadors.

• Sixty-four percent (64%) higher levels of fulfillment in their

work.93

Given these performance indicators, workplaces successful in attracting
and empowering purpose driven talent increase the volume of highly
engaged workers who feel a sense of meaning and belonging on the job.
These workers align with the organization because they find their work
interesting, feel connected to their co-workers, and believe they have a place
within the workplace because their work has purpose.94 Organizations
striving to stay ahead of their competitors continue to study what motivates
these workers in order to close the purpose gap, or the distance between
employees who find fulfillment and meaning in their work, from those who
do not.95

THE TRIPLE BOTTOM LINE + BELONGING

Employers must close the purpose gap in order to create a sense of
belonging for their people. They can close this gap by taking full
responsibility for how their daily operations impact their employees, global
communities, and the planet. A workplace’s commitment to establishing
social, economic, and environmental responsible business practices is often
referred to as the triple bottom line. The Center for Creative Leadership
adds additional context for why the triple bottom line matters, especially to



workers seeking greater meaning in their work:

[Organizations] around the world are struggling with a new role, which is
to meet the needs of the present generations without compromising the ability
of the next generation to meet their own needs. Organizations are being
called upon to take responsibility for the ways their operations impact
societies and the natural environment. They are being asked to apply
sustainability principles to the ways in which they conduct their business.
Sustainability refers to an organization’s activities, typically considered
voluntary, that demonstrate the inclusion of social and environmental

concerns in business operations and in interactions with stakeholders.97

Triple Bottom Line



Figure 6.196

Purpose driven talent gravitates toward organizations with an
established triple bottom line.98 These workplaces communicate their
economic, environmental, and social responsibility through their stated
mission, values, and most importantly, daily operations. The triple bottom
line amplifies a workplace’s deeply entrenched values and shares how an
organization impacts all of its stakeholders. To get a sense of why this
matters in the context to cultivating a sense of belonging at work, let’s
further explore each aspect of the triple bottom line.

SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

Relationships ignite an organization’s success, and one way leading
organizations are strengthening their connections with key stakeholders is
through their commitment to social responsibility. A socially responsible
organization is one that has prioritized balancing its revenue generating
activities with its charitable investments, all while working towards
improving the well-being of the organization’s stakeholders. Stakeholders
may include staff, marketplaces, and communities impacted by the
organization’s daily operations. When organizations prioritize socially
responsible practices, they may benefit from being viewed positively by the
public, often leading to a rise in sales, consumer loyalty, and individuals
investing in the organization.99

What does social responsibility look like from a business owner or
executive team’s perspective, especially when they are short on time, and
focused on improving their shareholders’ returns? Richard Branson, one of
the world’s most successful entrepreneurs, believes that in an era of
uncertainty, business communities, “need to work with the social sector to
get on top of the problems of the world…small companies need to adopt
small, local problems. Big companies need to adopt national problems.
Bigger companies to adopt international problems.” No longer can business
communities operate in a vacuum of unlimited growth and maximum



profits.100

Branson believes that the future of work, and the future of “doing good”
in the world will continue to blend. More purpose driven employees and
entrepreneurs will help transform businesses into more socially responsible,
“corporate citizens.” According to the JUST 100, a listing of the top 100
most ethical and enlightened companies in the United States, “doing the
right thing, in every aspect of business, leads not only to success, but fosters
excellence and creates industry leaders.”101 The index found that the “most
ethical and just” U.S. based companies were also the most profitable and
recognized leaders in their industries over the long term.

Simon Sinek, New York Times Best Selling Author of Start with Why,
says, “people buy why you do, not what you do. So make sure your purpose is
something people can rally behind.”102 Whether you’re selling products or
services, consider how your business operations impact all of the people
involved with the work from employees, to clients, to suppliers, and more. If
these stakeholders can connect your business why with how it’s contributing
to making a better world all involved, you’re more likely to attract the
attention of those purpose driven workers who value your diversity, equity,
and inclusion (DEI) ethos and believe they will have a better chance of
feeling a sense of belonging.

If you’re seeking ideas on how your organization can invest in socially
responsible business practices, consider some of the following ideas:

Social Responsibility Practices

• Dedicate professional development resources to grow and
nurture young talent.

• Direct a portion of your business profits to promote local,
national, and global charitable organizations to tackle
some of the social challenges that align with your
workplace’s purpose and values.

• Offer paid time off giving staff the opportunity to



volunteer for a local cause that aligns with their values
and beliefs.

• Offer company matching programs where staff donations
to charitable causes are matched by their employer.

• Build community partnerships and engage with local
businesses, nonprofits, and government agencies to help
tackle social challenges.

ENVIRONMENTAL RESPONSIBILITY

As Millennials attain greater annual purchasing power and assume more
significant leadership roles in the global workplace, it is no wonder that they
are a driving force compelling many brands to embrace both socially and
environmentally sustainable business practices. These practices work to
balance the demands daily business operations place on the environment to
ensure the health and well-being of all people impacted, now and in the
future.

When it comes to the marketplace, 73% of Millennials surveyed in a
recent study would spend more on a product or service if it comes from a
brand committed to environmentally sustainable practices compared to 66%
of the total number of people surveyed.103 Eighty-one percent of Millennials
take it a step further, expecting their favorite brands to publicly declare
their sustainability ethos.104

Three-quarters, or 76% of Millennial workers factor in an employer’s
environmental sustainability practices when determining where they will
pursue employment.105 Millennials, more than any other generation, factor
these practices into their decision making process, which should make any
recruiter want to connect with their leadership team about how to get ahead
of this trend. With Millennials about to make up more than 75% of the
global workforce by 2030, workplaces must radically reimagine how to
infuse a deeper responsibility to their sustainability values to attract the



next generation of talent.

As government leaders around the world continue to debate their role to
regulate the environment, a growing number of business executives are
moving forward as global leaders positively influencing environmental
policy. Many of these businesses are embracing some of the following
practices. You may wish to infuse these practices into your organization’s
environmental sustainability commitments:

Environmental Responsibility Practices

• Maintain a paperless office, in which the use of paper is
eliminated in daily business operations, and when paper is
required, only use recycled products.

• Reuse waste paper (from junk mail), making use of the
blank side for notes, etc.

• Recycle as much waste material as possible.

• Recycle equipment that is no longer of use to the firm,
including refurbishing and donating items such as
computers and printers to public schools.

• Keep energy usage low by using energy saving light bulbs
throughout the office and ensuring that computers are
shut down after work.

• Purchase office products made with recycled paper like
paper towels and printer paper.

• Purchase products with a lower environmental impact like
environmentally safe soaps and detergents.

• Use low impact transport for travel to and from work and
travel for business. For example: for local travel,
encourage those staff who are able bodied to ride their



bikes or walk to work, and for others with mobility
challenges, consider organizing carpools to and from
work.

• Avoid unnecessary travel by making use of instant
messaging, video and audio conferencing, telephone,
email, and using other technologies.

• Consider the sustainability practices of suppliers before
hiring them to ensure that they align with your
workplace’s sustainability principles.

ECONOMIC RESPONSIBILITY

Larger organizations play a profound role when it comes to expanding
economic opportunities for small businesses – especially for those small
businesses that have historically experienced barriers to procurement
opportunities. Many of these larger organizations have established supplier
diversity programs. Supplier diversity programs prioritize contracting
opportunities for socially and economically disadvantaged businesses and
individuals to achieve innovation, cost-reduction, and revenue growth
objectives for a business.106 Supplier diversity programs often encourage
businesses owned by women, people of color, LGBTQ individuals, Veterans,
people with disabilities, and those at the intersections to participate in
competitive bidding opportunities.

When businesses hire diverse suppliers, they infuse a source of
innovation and cultural input into the development and delivery of their
products and services. When businesses invest in doing the right thing, or
expanding economic opportunities for businesses that have traditionally had
a hard time getting the opportunity to compete, they also increase their
ability to access new and emerging markets. According to the report, ROI-
Related Supplier Diversity by the Hackett Group Inc., “supplier diversity
programs add $3.6 million to the bottom line for every $1 million in



procurement operation costs.”107

If you’re seeking ideas on how your organization can invest in
economically responsible business practices, consider some of the following
ideas:

Economic Responsibility Practices

• Attend a professional supplier diversity conference like the
National 8(a) Association Small Business Conference to
understand the value of contracting with
underrepresented businesses within your supplier pipeline.

• Join local, regional, or national business chambers of
commerce dedicated to supporting underrepresented
businesses like the National Minority Supplier
Development Council, the Women’s Business Enterprise
National Council, or the National LGBT Chamber of
Commerce to name just a few.

• Strengthen your relationships with these business
chambers and work in coalition with them to help identify
diverse suppliers who have the capabilities to meet your
organization’s procurement needs.

• Establish a supplier diversity program at your
organization and commit to dedicating a specific
percentage of contracts for minority owned businesses.

• Establish an annual reporting process to assess how well
your supplier diversity efforts are going, and continue to
set annual goals to expand economic opportunities for
community members impacted by your business.



MASTERING THE TRIPLE BOTTOM LINE

When purpose driven workers consider employment opportunities at your
organization, especially those workers who are Millennials or younger, be
prepared to talk about specific business practices demonstrating your
organization’s social, environmental, and economic responsibility.
Communicating these practices will amplify how your organization is doing
good in the world, and will attract high potential talent who embody the
spirit of purpose and belonging at work.

For examples of organizations that have mastered the triple bottom line,
consider learning more about some of the 3,000 Certified B Corporations
from 150 industries located in 60 countries. These organizations strive to
balance their profit and purpose by considering how their decisions impact
their people, their communities, and the planet. These organizations have
committed to leveraging their businesses as a force for social good. You can
find a complete listing of these organizations, and learn more about their
journey in building a business with purpose, for purpose driven workers by
visiting: https://bcorporation.net/directory.

CHAPTER 6 – BELONGING BASICS

The majority of the global workforce feels isolated and disconnected
from their jobs.

Purpose driven workers feel a sense of meaning and connection with
their colleagues and occupation.

Purpose driven workers embody the feeling of belonging at work.

Purpose driven talent gravitates toward employers taking social,
environmental, and economic responsibility, or simply, “doing the
right thing” in business.

Doing the right thing requires businesses to allow their values to
drive business goals.

https://bcorporation.net/directory


Embracing the triple bottom line will help close the purpose gap,
attract purpose driven workers, and cultivate a sense of belonging
for all stakeholders.



EXERCISE 6:
WHAT DOES YOUR ORGANIZATION VALUE?

Directions: Consider answering the following questions about what your
organization values and the impact it wants to make in the world. Consider
some of the factors that may influence how your organization’s values align
or diverge from the actions it takes to fulfill its goals.

1. Research shows that purpose driven workers value
organizations that demonstrate social, environmental, and
economic responsible business practices.

• Consider your organization’s top 3 values, and
summarize them below:

• Do the values of your workplace demonstrate a
commitment to the triple bottom line? If they do
not, what would it take to shift these values to
communicate this commitment?

• Describe how different your workplace would



look and feel if employees felt a greater sense of
purpose on the job. Do you believe more
employees would feel a sense of belonging if they
understood how their contributions helped the
organization prosper while also giving back to
social and environmental causes? Why or why
not?



THOUGHT LEADER LESSONS

How does belonging fit into an organization’s commitment to
economic, environmental, and social responsibility?

 I go back to what my grandmother used to say, which is, ‘How you do
anything is how you do everything.’ So it would be really odd to have a sense
of belonging internally, but then to have this schism, this disconnect with the
people outside the company. If you’re there to help people, then I think it
makes sense for you to not only create a sense of belonging in terms of the
product and the service, but also in terms of how you view them, and in terms
of how you connect and how you engage. It shouldn’t just be a capitalistic

venture. 
– Joel Brown, Chief Visionary Officer, Pneumos

 The consumer is a little shakier, but the employees are really steadfast, so
that’s where you really have to invest. That’s maybe the less splashy stuff. I
think that’s the more difficult equation as to really create that sense of
belonging in your workforce, because to me that’s an investment in the long
term. Because those are the people that are touching all of your customers
every day. They’re the ones that propagate that message. They’re the ones
that should be steering the social responsibility agenda for the company.”

“It should be bubbling up for the workforce. If you get that right, then I
feel like the commercial side will flow from it. Then if you’re lucky enough to
have an activist CEO, who’s somebody who just personally is on top of the
issues, and doesn’t event need people to be telling them what the hot issues
are. In a perfect world, every leader would say, “this is my job. I don’t even
need to be told by the ERG what’s going on for the community. I know

because of the work I’m doing personally. 



– Jennifer Brown, President & CEO, Jennifer Brown Consulting

 The short answer is yes, belonging fits into an organization’s
commitment to social responsibility. We have opportunities to share these

responsibilities through sharing our stories. 
– Ben Duncan, Chief Diversity and Equity Officer, Multnomah County Office of

Diversity and Equity
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SERVING AS AN INCLUSIVE LEADER

 Tell me and I’ll forget. Teach me and I’ll remember. Involve me and

I’ll learn. 
– Ben Franklin

eaders – and those on their way to joining them – must take an
inclusive approach to welcome the new global workforce and attract
emerging markets. Changing workplace demographics alone should

motivate even the most recalcitrant leaders to reexamine how they show up
in the workplace with respect to their leadership approach. Shifting their
approach has the potential to more effectively communicate a sense of
purpose and belonging for all stakeholders within an organization. To
remain relevant, organizations must develop inclusive leaders who have the
ability to effectively leverage the diversity of people, thoughts, and
experiences. By doing so, the organization gains an advantage when it
comes to innovating solutions and appealing to changing markets.

Good news! If you’ve made it this far in the book, you have the
commitment, grit, and tenacity required to do this work well, which are
some of the traits of an inclusive leader. This chapter offers a framework for
understanding what it means to be an inclusive leader, along with what is
required to grow into this role. More broadly, this final section of the book
offers everyday actions you can take – no matter your role – that will make a
world of difference for your organization’s stakeholders. These concrete



actions will help grow your confidence and knowledge to build a more
diverse and inclusive organization.

INCLUSIVE LEADERSHIP

An inclusive leader communicates the feeling of belonging by offering their
stakeholders a sense of purpose. They have the ability to connect their
organization’s mission and values to those they lead, and they ignite a sense
of meaning for each and every stakeholder. Organizations led by inclusive
leaders will out distance their competition, as they are better positioned to
attract purpose driven workers with a strong commitment to the triple
bottom line, as demonstrated in Chapter 6. Yet, many leaders struggle with
how to cultivate such feelings, and those rising leaders doubt their
capabilities when it comes to encouraging their colleagues to voice different
perspectives and dissent in a respectful manner.

In order to overcome these fears, worries, and concerns, we must
understand what it takes to facilitate the sense of belonging and the feeling
of being valued in the workplace. When we reimagine what it means to be a
leader, and embrace a new set of attitudes and behaviors, we have the
potential to cultivate these feelings. The new model for inclusive leadership
moves away from the antiquated paradigm of one leader having all of the
answers, to a new approach. Inclusive leaders value the contributions of
their stakeholders. They lead from the center, and have the ability to
effectively leverage the collective wisdom of the group.

To better understand this new paradigm, researchers have identified six
signature traits of inclusive leaders as seen in Figure 7.1.108

Inclusive Leadership Traits



Figure 7.1109

These leadership traits include:

• Commitment

• Courage

• Cognizance of Bias

• Curiosity

• Cultural Intelligence

• Collaboration



Inclusive leaders embody these six signature traits. They do so by
including individuals whose personal values align with the drive to
intentionally include the ideas, perspectives, and lived experiences of staff,
consumers, and contractors from different backgrounds and identities. They
understand and believe in the power of holding space for dissent to help
improve the overall business strategy. These individuals have a fierce
commitment to inclusion, and have internalized how it will improve their
organization. They use their influence to amplify the voices of those on their
team, sharing the best ideas – giving credit where credit is due – with senior
leaders in the organization.

Inclusive leaders understand that change happens when you make people
feel differently. In order to elicit new feelings, they know their message
must resonate with the mind and the heart. In their book, The Heart of
Change, John Kotter and Dan Cohen introduced the “see-feel-change
dynamic.”110 The book’s premise suggests that when you show people the
compelling reasons for change, you have the ability to elicit new emotions
encouraging people to embrace change.111 While most leaders have the
ability to make the intellectual business case for inclusion, inclusive leaders
take it one step further and appeal to the heart by sharing what positive
changes in the workforce would feel like, introducing new emotions, and
inspiring an organization to invest in change.

Inclusive leaders also embrace the value of self-awareness. They
understand where their own unconscious biases may show up in their work
through continuous self-education and through the feedback of others. To
gain this self-awareness, they remain open-minded and curious in order to
enhance their cultural intelligence, or their ability to relate and work
effectively with others across cultural differences, whether those differences
are related to working styles, experiences, identities, or beliefs.

Activate Your Cultural Intelligence

To refine a leader’s cultural intelligence, leaders must actively focus on
these four elements:112



1. Motivational. The leader’s energy and interest toward
learning about, and engaging in, cross-cultural
interactions.

2. Cognitive. The leader’s knowledge of relevant cultural
norms, practices, and conventions.

3. Metacognitive. The leader’s level of conscious cultural
awareness during interactions.

4. Behavioral. The use of appropriate verbal and nonverbal

actions in cross-cultural interactions.113

The value of onboarding culturally intelligent leaders in an increasingly
global workforce has a tremendous return on investment. When considering
how multicultural teams work together, an inclusive leader with a high level
of cultural intelligence has the ability to yield positive business outcomes
ranging from productive cross-cultural negotiations to improved job
performance; especially for teams with remote workers living in different
parts of the world.

YOU ARE THE INCLUSIVE LEADER YOU’VE BEEN WAITING FOR

At this point, you may be saying to yourself that you aren’t leadership
material. You may have convinced yourself that your role doesn’t lend
enough influence to transform your organization’s culture. You may even
consider yourself too insignificant to make a difference, and that you don’t
have the ability to influence your leadership team’s hearts and minds to
invest in cultivating a culture of belonging. When these thoughts arise,
know they are limiting beliefs blocking you from establishing a culture
aligned with your values of fairness, purpose, and inclusivity for yourself,
with trusted colleagues, or even with your entire department.

Regardless of your role, you too can show your stakeholders what it
feels like to belong at work, and inspire them to embrace the necessary



culture changes required to cultivate it. Similar to other inclusive leaders,
you must first make the commitment to understand your own unconscious
biases, and be humble about them. One of the first steps you can take is
making the commitment to take a free online implicit association test
(IAT).114 By taking the IAT, you’ll have a greater awareness of your
thoughts and feelings outside of conscious awareness and gain an
understanding of where your hidden biases live. You can take a free test by
visiting Project Implicit online: https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/.115

After you take the IAT, collaborate with your colleagues to identify the
cultural norms and values your team celebrates and shares. Take the time to
learn about different customs that may conflict with how the team works
together, and identify ways to honor different approaches to collaboration.
Once you have a sense of your team’s values, write them down and share
them with prospective employees so that they understand the team’s culture
from day one. Taking this approach is especially meaningful for staff
working remotely or internationally. When values and cultural norms are
explicitly stated, members of the team have the opportunity to ask clarifying
questions about them, and have a better chance of avoiding embarrassing
mistakes or cultural gaffes that could compromise important professional
relationships.

For example, Rhiddi was a brilliant computer scientist promoted and
relocated from Delhi to San Francisco. Her supervisor expressed concern
that she wasn’t contributing enough in team meetings. When she shared
this feedback, Rhiddi said, “where I’m from, it is considered disrespectful to
interrupt colleagues in a public setting.” Culturally, she was socialized to
wait until other people completed their thoughts before interjecting.
Rhiddi’s supervisor encouraged her to say, “excuse me,” and raise her hand
when she wanted to be heard, and she trained the team to give the floor to
Rhiddi when she took these actions. These strategies helped Rhiddi adapt to
the team’s culture without changing her deeply held beliefs about respecting
her colleagues.

THE IMPORTANCE OF INTERVENING

https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/


One of the most important ways to move up as an inclusive leader is by
intervening when you witness microaggressions or discriminatory
behaviors. You can open up the conversation by stating that the behavior
you observed runs counter to the organization’s commitment to inclusion,
respect, and belonging. For example, your boss may have unconsciously
planned a workplace event on Ros Hashanah, an important Jewish New
Year festival, and expects everyone on the team to attend, “no excuses.” A
gentle reminder about the organization’s respect of diverse faith traditions
can help him recognize that several team members observe the holiday and
that the date should be moved back a week to make accommodations. This
action communicates a sense of belonging, and signals to all your colleagues
that their faith traditions, or lack thereof, are respected and affirmed.

You can also serve as an inclusive leader by recognizing where you hold
privileges in the workplace, and where you do not. We can best understand
these privileges when we consider how our race, gender identity or
expression, sexual orientation, immigration status, ability, and religious
practices, among other aspects of our identity, offer different levels of
privilege and access. Inclusive leaders recognize that their employees may
approach workplace scenarios differently due to the privileges that they may
or may not hold within the workplace. To serve as an inclusive leader,
remember the concept of the platinum rule and work to treat each employee
in a manner in which they want to be treated by working to support their
specific needs.

For example, a conversation about family life between a visiting supplier
and your team may inadvertently elicit a microaggression as the visiting
supplier asks your CEO about his wife’s cooking. Without hesitation, you
chime in that your CEO’s husband makes the best vegan beet burgers.
Alternatively, when planning travel for an upcoming trip, your colleague,
Karen, decides to take an earlier flight, even though she will miss part of the
team’s weekly meeting. When you ask her why she made that decision, she
expresses to you that she doesn’t like to travel late due to safety concerns.
She shared that when she has taken later flights, she often experiences
verbal harassment from men in the parking garage. By staying observant
and meeting the specific needs of your employees, you are cultivating a
culture of belonging.



EQUITY LEADERSHIP PRACTICES

The final way you can serve as an inclusive leader, no matter your position,
is by studying and understanding the difference between equity and
equality. As outlined in chapter one, equity recognizes that while we should
all have access to fair treatment on the team, because we are not the same,
we will need different things to advance within the organization. When you
notice structural differences that make it difficult for different members of
the team to advance at work, you can shine a light on them without making
team members feel tokenized or singled out.

For example, consider members on your team who are parents. These
colleagues offer valuable perspectives, as they can help the organization
better serve customers raising families. While you want to hold parents to
the same performance standards as the rest of the team, you also want to
allow colleagues with children to have the flexibility to leave work early to
pick up their children from school, or to allow those actively planning
families to take the necessary family leave to welcome a new child into the
home without penalty. Making these accommodations creates equity by
removing the structural barriers that once forced parents to make the
difficult choice between their economic livelihood and the well-being of their
families.

When embracing the traits of an inclusive leader, no matter your
position, you have the ability to elicit a sense of belonging and purpose.
Understanding the traits of what it takes to be an inclusive leader will
enable you to begin developing new capabilities. As you practice these new
capabilities, your confidence will grow. As your confidence grows, you will
be poised to apply the five key actions outlined in Chapter 8. These actions
will help foster a feeling of belongingness for your stakeholders, as you will
gain the skills to help them connect how their work matters and fulfill the
broader mission of the organization.

CHAPTER 7 – BELONGING BASICS



Leaders must take an inclusive approach to welcome the global
workforce.

Inclusive leader traits include commitment, courage, cognizance of
bias, curiosity, cultural intelligence, and collaboration.

Investing in culturally intelligent leaders yields a high return on
investment for global organizations.

You can move up and serve as an inclusive leader, regardless of your
role.

Commit to understanding your unconscious biases, identify
unwritten cultural norms, intervene when you notice
microaggressions, and introduce equitable business practices.



EXERCISE 7:
FLEX YOUR INCLUSIVE LEADERSHIP MUSCLES

Directions: Take some time to consider the questions below and flex your
inclusive leadership muscles now that you know what it means to lead from
the center. Before getting started, first take one of the Implicit Association
Tests (IAT) here: https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/.

1. Consider your Implicit Association Test (IAT) results, and list
your known implicit biases below. If you have not yet taken
the IAT, consider past feedback you received from a
supervisor, colleague, or customer who may have noticed a
bias you were not aware of.

• Next to each bias listed above, identify one action
you will take to prevent these biases from
adversely impacting future decision making.

2. List the unwritten cultural norms within your organization
below (i.e., it’s okay to interrupt others during a strategy
session, or even though our day starts at 9 am, our boss
expects us to be at the office by 8:45 am).

https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/


3. What would it take to encourage your leadership team to
enshrine these cultural norms into writing to set new
employees up for success? What does it cost new employees if
these unwritten norms remain elusive?

4. Does your workplace offer guidance on how to intervene when
another colleague or stakeholder is disrespected or encounters
discriminatory behavior? If known, write this guidance below.
If your workplace lacks such guidance, describe how you
would intervene as an inclusive leader.

5. If your workplace lacks such guidance, what would it take to
implement the approach you described above? What would
prevent your organization from investing the time and
resources to educate other staff about how to positively
intervene?



6. In your own words, what does it mean to build equity within
the workplace where different stakeholders are given different
supports to fairly access workplace opportunities?



THOUGHT LEADER LESSONS

What are ways inclusive leaders facilitate a sense of belonging?

 [Inclusive leaders] work to build a relationship, and that doesn’t mean
you’re trying to be somebody’s best friend, it just means that you engage
someone at the heart level. You engage someone as a human being.

“They model the behavior, so that means that not only do they use the
terms of belonging and inclusion, they look for active ways to do that.
They’re humble, they solicit feedback and input.

“They’re not trying to be omnipotent, they’re not trying to be know-it-
alls, they just realize, hey, if I just ask a question, if I create this space by
virtue of the relationship for someone to share with me what their truth is

and what their experience is, that goes a long way to creating belonging. 
– Joel Brown, Chief Visionary Officer, Pneumos

 It’s critical for leaders to have their own personal narrative… a story
around when they have felt a deep sense of belonging, [and another story]
when they may have felt othered. Stories are a way to draw people in, to
create connection between folks, and to compel other folks to reflect on their
own experiences… brutal honesty, transparency, self-reflection, and humility
are all those things that come with being able to create vulnerability and

connections. 
– Ben Duncan, Chief Diversity and Equity Officer, Multnomah County Office of

Diversity and Equity

 Embrace the platinum rule by treating other people as they want to be



treated with respect, and really get to know all of the experiences of those
surrounding you. Take the time to make real authentic connections, and
you’ll build a great foundation for helping others feel purpose in their work,

and a sense of belonging to the team. 
– Kylar Broadus, Global Human Rights Activist, Lawyer, Business Law Professor

 It comes down to understanding that person across from you, and if you
don’t understand them, then you’d better go over there, speak to them, and
find out more about them. Be a better listener and then ask relevant questions
that are going to get you to making a connection. That’s what I do on a day-
to-day basis whenever I’m at an event or I’m somewhere, it’s how are we

connecting with that other person? 
– Ashley Brundage, Vice President of Diversity & Inclusion, PNC Bank

 Never try to do it yourself and be really vulnerable and say, ‘yeah I don’t
know this so let me figure out who I can ask to get it.’ Part of that is asking
the people in your particular organization what they are thinking the best

way to go about [facilitating a sense of belonging] looks like. 
– Dre Domingue, Assistant Dean of Students for Diversity and Inclusion, Davidson

College

 [Belonging] is a universal and human thing. It’s going to be defined in
unexpected ways. So somehow we need to really look for the answers
amongst groups that have been underrepresented from a demographic
perspective, I think we need to ask these questions across the board, as well.
Now, more than ever, we’ve got to assume everybody to some degree is

experiencing inclusion and exclusion dynamics. 
– Jennifer Brown, President & CEO, Jennifer Brown Consulting



W

 

EVERYDAY ACTIONS YOU CAN TAKE, NO MATTER YOUR
ROLE

 There is only one way to look at things until someone shows us how to

look at them with different eyes. 
– Pablo Picasso

hen I present to groups about building diverse, equitable, and
inclusive organizations, one of the most popular questions I
field is from leaders concerned with how they can foster the

feeling of belonging. Many who ask this question share their struggles with
where to start, who to talk to, or how to take concrete actions to generate an
authentic feeling sensed by all workers, especially those who are
underrepresented in the workplace – whether that be because of their
identities, working styles, experiences, or geographic location.

This chapter is designed to help you consider the everyday actions you
can take at work. It will help you determine what’s possible given your role
within an organization, commit to several actions you can take in the short-
and long-term, and measure your progress over time. While these actions
may seem simple, some require a bit more time than others. I can assure you
that for the many clients I have helped, these actions truly make a world of
difference in fostering a sense of belonging for your people.

This chapter offers five major actions you can take. Next to each of these



actions, you’ll find a brief explanation of what they look like in the
workplace, best practices to consider before you act, practices to avoid, and a
short explanation as to why each action is important. The five actions
include:

5 Actions to Build an Inclusive Organization

1. Commit to continuous self-education

2. Apply an inclusion lens in your everyday work

3. Communicate the diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI)
business case

4. Get involved with workplace DEI efforts

5. Take a leadership role116

The exercise at the end of this chapter encourages you to commit to the
actions you feel ready to take today. It will help you identify a colleague to
hold you accountable and learn to measure your progress over time. As you
review each of the five main actions listed below, recognize that they get
progressively more challenging as you advance deeper into this chapter. If
you are struggling with where to begin, start by diving deeper into the first
action. Remember the long-game and begin identifying an action that is
both aggressive and realistic.

EVERYDAY ACTIONS YOU CAN TAKE, NO MATTER YOUR ROLE

1. Commit to Continuous Self-Education

Cultivating a workplace culture of belonging is a journey, not a destination.



It takes patience, perseverance, tenacity, and grit. The journey starts with
yourself by committing to continuous education. Remember that even the
most seasoned diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) practitioners
continuously recommit to this first action. For example, even with two
decades of experience doing this work, I continue to learn every single day
from my peers, my clients, and the growing body of literature on the topic.
Remember that you can do it! The following guidance below can help you
get started.

Best Practices:

• Become familiar with the general diversity, equity, and
inclusion terminology detailed in Chapter 1, along with any
specific organizational language around how these concepts
are valued in your workplace.

• Seek out knowledge on your own to learn about the different
identities, cultures, races, religions, working styles,
perspectives, backgrounds, and lived experiences represented
by stakeholders working within your organization. Consider
brushing up on how the global workforce and emerging
markets continue to shift as outlined in Chapter 4.

• Familiarize yourself with the challenges that people of color,
women, people of different religious traditions, LGBTQ
people, people with disabilities, immigrants, and those who
served in the military experience in the workplace. Recall how
inclusive leaders work to consider these challenges and make
accommodations for these stakeholders as outlined in Chapter
7.

• Participate in relevant conferences and continuing education
opportunities to learn more about the intersections between
DEI and your profession. By learning and integrating this
knowledge, you are more likely to appeal to Millennial talent



who value working for employers committed to walking their
talk when it comes to executing upon their DEI values and
commitments.

• Participate in community events organized by groups from
different cultural backgrounds than your own, and engage
with different customs and traditions taking place at these
events to experience the world in a new way.

Why It’s Important:

By taking the time to self-educate about different groups, experiences,
knowledge, perspectives, and working styles within your organization,
you are demonstrating a meaningful commitment to this work. You also
serve as a possibility model for your colleagues who are struggling to
get started with understanding why this work is essential. For those
paying attention, share your knowledge, encourage them to join you at
relevant work conferences on the topic, and share books, such as this
one, blog articles, and other relevant information to help educate others.

Practices to Avoid:

• Do not expect colleagues from underrepresented groups to
educate you about their customs, traditions, experiences, and
backgrounds. You can signal a deep sign of respect to
underrepresented groups by committing to your own self-
education.

• Do not allow others in the workplace to overlook the
importance of understanding DEI nuances in your
organization. Connect one-on-one with colleagues who may
need some additional support, and suggest that they read



Take the implicit association test by
visiting: https://implicit.harvard.edu/

implicit/education.html.

some of the materials you found helpful to understanding why
DEI is critical to the workplace, and encourage them to also
self-educate.

• Refrain from losing patience with colleagues who do not yet
appreciate the value of workplace belonging, or who may not
always behave respectfully. Often, negative behaviors and
biases derive from ignorance or lack of understanding. While
ignorance is not an excuse for prejudice, sharing your personal
self-education journey may help open your colleagues’ hearts
and minds.

2. Apply an Inclusion Lens in Your Everyday Work

No matter your role at work, there are a number of ways to weave inclusive
practices within the fabric of your daily responsibilities. Taking this action
will demonstrate your commitment to your colleagues and other
stakeholders – especially those from underrepresented groups – that they
belong and are valued for their everyday contributions.

Best Practices:

• Embrace the platinum
rule by treating people in
a way in which they wish
to be treated rather than
the way in which you
want to be treated.
Common social activities and practices that are comfortable
for you may not be comfortable for other stakeholders within
the workplace. Self-educate, and build relationships with your
colleagues to get a sense as to what would make them feel

https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/education.html


affirmed and respected.

• Commit to understanding how unconscious bias shows up for
you. Consider taking the free implicit association test, and
learn more about your unconscious biases. After gaining
awareness about these biases, consider ways to get support on

how to adopt more inclusive attitudes and behaviors.117

• Ensure productive team environments where all members can
contribute to innovation and problem solving. For example,
everyday actions you can take include soliciting the opinions
of team members who are introverts, making sure that a
variety of voices are heard, or ensuring that individuals get
credit for their ideas and work.

• Commit to serving as a workplace sponsor for
underrepresented talent. Remember, sponsoring an employee
differs from mentoring an employee. As a sponsor, you must
advocate publicly for your protégés, ensure that their work is
seen in the right places and by the right people, and be willing
to spend some of your social and political capital to help
advance your protégé.

Why It’s Important:

You can work towards applying an inclusion lens in your everyday work
by gaining awareness of where your unconscious biases exist. When you
are aware of your existing biases, you are better positioned to hold
yourself accountable to transforming them into more inclusive attitudes
and behaviors. By taking this action, you can successfully foster a sense
of belonging for your stakeholders, and your organization.



Practices to Avoid:

• Do not assume that you are free from unconscious bias.
According to Renee Navarro, Vice Chancellor of Diversity and
Outreach at the University of California, San Francisco,
“unconscious biases are social stereotypes about certain
groups of people that individuals form outside their own
conscious awareness, and everyone holds unconscious beliefs
about various social and identity groups, and these biases stem
from one’s tendency to organize social worlds by

categorizing.”118

• Avoid inconsistencies when trying to cultivate a workplace
culture of belonging. This means that you must be respectful
and affirming for differences in the workplace at all times, and
role model appropriately. For example, if you fail to
accommodate a colleague who recently suffered a broken leg,
and then give a speech to a community group highlighting
your organization’s inclusion commitment, you have failed to
honor your commitment. In this instance, such inconsistencies
make it difficult for colleagues with disabilities to feel a sense
of belonging.

• Don’t isolate your efforts in solely role modeling a respectful
culture within the workplace. Remember that diversity of
people, opinions, and experiences exists both within the
workplace and beyond. As such, consider taking these
principles into your communities outside of the workplace,
including your home, civic organizations, faith communities,
etc.

• Do not fail to intervene when inappropriate behavior shows up
in the workplace. For example, if an employee tells an
offensive joke that may alienate those who are different from



them – even if they are not present at the time – you have the
power to intervene and explain why their behavior creates an
unwelcoming workplace. Such role modeling will help your
colleagues navigate similar scenarios when you aren’t around
to set the tone.

3. Communicate the DEI Business Case

Know the diversity, equity, and inclusion vision of your organization and its
connection to the overall business objectives, human imperative, and efforts
to foster feelings of belonging. If your organization has not yet developed a
DEI vision, or facilitated discussions about why belonging in the workplace
matters, identify key decision makers and communicate the business case to
them. The relevancy of your organization depends on your efforts to make
this business case known to your senior leaders, and to equip them with the
confidence to set the tone and serve as ambassadors of this message.

Best Practices:

• Commit to the process by understanding how diversity,
equity, and inclusion impact your role, and how your role
impacts the success of building a more inclusive organization
where your people feel a sense of belonging.

• Familiarize yourself with the DEI strategic goals your
leadership team committed to work towards, and consider
how to stitch these goals into your practice. Develop an
elevator speech of two to three sentences to describe why
these goals matter to your organization.

• Share your message about the DEI business case with fellow



colleagues who support these efforts. Practicing with fellow
champions will eventually help you engage with colleagues
who are less knowledgeable and supportive.

• If your organization has not yet developed a DEI vision
statement, or has not effectively communicated this business
case to colleagues at all levels, consider identifying key
decision makers who can help get the conversation started.

• Provide examples from the media featuring other
organizations that have received recognition for their work in
advancing their DEI commitments to provide confidence to
your leadership team that this work is possible. Examples of
organizations that have stumbled in doing this work also offer
valuable insights about strategies your leadership team ought
to avoid.

Why It’s Important:

It’s important to become familiar with how your organization’s DEI
strategic goals tie into your organization’s overall mission and how they
connect to fostering a sense of belonging. With this knowledge, you’ll
gain the confidence to respond to fellow colleagues who fail to make
these connections, and you’ll help persuade them to realize how DEI is
great for your people, your business, and the communities you influence.

Practices to Avoid:

• Do not assume that your supervisor has the knowledge or
confidence to talk about the organization’s DEI strategic



goals. Take the initiative to do your own education, and talk
with fellow colleagues who are curious to learn more.

• Avoid assumptions about DEI strategic goals not impacting
aspects of your practice. Culture impacts every area of an
organization, and it takes everyone’s effort to create a more
inclusive culture.

• Don’t spend too much time trying to persuade resisters to
embrace your organization’s DEI commitments. Part of their
resistance comes from fear of change. Spend enough energy to
neutralize the fears of resisters with relevant facts about the
business case. Remember, even the most recalcitrant
colleagues will witness how a more inclusive culture improves
the overall performance of your organization once you begin
measuring your progress.

4. Get Involved with Workplace DEI Efforts

Actively engage in efforts to help your organization work towards its
diversity, equity, and inclusion strategic goals. While engagement requires a
dedicated amount of time, your commitment represents a valuable
opportunity for personal and professional development. When you commit
to DEI efforts, encourage your colleagues to join you. When you return
from a DEI-related event, plan to share what you have learned, encourage
your colleagues to participate in future events, and collectively brainstorm
ways your team can apply the knowledge and skills you’ve gained from
these events to your everyday practices.

Best Practices:

• Show up for DEI events and efforts in meaningful ways, such



as attending a speaking event about belonging at work.
Actively participate by asking questions and engaging in
small group discussions.

• Join an employee resource group (ERG) at your organization.
ERGs are largely voluntary, employee-led groups that can
have a few members or a few thousand. Composition of the
groups are typically based upon an aspect of our identity (i.e.,
race, gender, ability, sexual orientation, veteran status, etc.),
or job function (i.e., sales, IT, policy, etc.), and they often
welcome allies interested in learning more. ERGS help an
organization enhance employee engagement, and improve
services and products for new and emerging markets. They
empower an organization to access a vast network of diverse
talent and suppliers who can help an organization’s workforce
better reflect the communities they serve.

• Consider chairing or volunteering with your organization’s
DEI advisory committee, if one exists. By participating on this
committee, you have the opportunity to listen and learn from
the perspectives of other employees, as well share your own.
Also consider volunteering to chair or serve on committees
that organize diversity-related events and activities beyond
what’s available at your organization.

• For organizations without ERGs, DEI advisory councils, or
mentorship programs, consider advocating for their
development, and work with fellow champions within your
organization to establish these programs.

• Consider becoming a sponsor, protégé, or part of a co-
mentoring relationship with colleagues from different
identities, backgrounds, or traditions. Serving in one of these
roles will allow you to engage in cross-cultural engagement
with colleagues who are different from yourself. Building
cross-cultural relationships will allow you to grow and learn



from gaining new perspectives and vice versa. For example,
while it might be tempting to serve as a sponsor for a protégé
who reminds you of your younger self, you are encouraged to
build relationships with people different from yourself in order
to see your organization from a fresh perspective.

Why It’s Important:

Engaging in your organization’s DEI efforts demonstrates your
commitment to shifting the culture into one where everyone on the team
knows that they belong. It also signals to people from different groups
and backgrounds that you care about the success of the organization
achieving its DEI strategic goals.

Practices to Avoid:

• Do not shy away from joining ERG groups where you will be
one of the few allies. Your organization’s DEI strategic goals
are a human issue and a business issue, and requires colleagues
from dominant cultures to participate. ERGs thrive when
allies join and offer support where they can. Simply being in
the room offers strength in numbers.

• Before joining a DEI advisory council, first consider if there
are limitations to the number of employees joining the council.
If so, reflect on whether the council already has a
representative with a similar background and experience as
your own. If the council lacks such a perspective, throw your
hat into the ring and help support the efforts of this group.



• Avoid sponsoring, mentoring, or coaching younger talent that
reminds you of yourself. One of the goals of mentorship
opportunities is to cultivate cross-culture engagement within
your organization. Consider underrepresented groups within
your organization and go out of your way to support young
talent that has the potential to step into your role in a few
years. You will learn much more about yourself and others
when you step away from your comfort zone.

5. Take a Leadership Role

Take a leadership role and drive positive DEI workplace changes to create a
culture where all stakeholders know that they belong.

Best Practices:

• Understand the diversity elements you personally bring to the
organization. Diversity comes not only in the form of culture,
race, sexual orientation, gender, and religion, but also includes
elements such as socio-economic background, education level,
geographic location, work style, ideology, and lived
experiences. Each of us brings to the table a lifetime of lived
experiences and wisdom gleaned from those experiences. Our
differences add value to the organization and conversations
related to our DEI strategic goals because of our differences.

• Be a spokesperson for DEI issues that are not necessarily your
own. Taking this action may elicit imposter complex, or
feelings of inadequacy, which persist despite evident success.
Since diversity is a human issue, you too have a diversity
story. Sharing your story as a spokesperson and making the



DEI business case to your colleagues will drive positive
change.

• Remember that there is strength in numbers, and when you
take on a leadership role to support your organization’s DEI
strategic goals, you are creating a critical mass of groups
representing different dimensions of diversity uniting
together with the shared goal of creating a culture of
belonging.

• If you manage a professional development budget, consider
investing in diversity, equity, and inclusion leadership and
mentorship programs to help ensure that you and your team
are effectively managing DEI culture change efforts in your
organization.

Why It’s Important:

Each of us has our own diversity story, even those who come from
dominant groups represented in the workplace. Our diversity stories
connect us to this critical work in deeply personal ways. These stories
empower us with the necessary confidence to serve as inclusive leaders.
When we clearly communicate our diversity stories, and why they
matter in the context to our organizations, we can help inspire our
colleagues to join us in cultivating workplaces where everyone knows
that they belong.

Practices to Avoid:

• Do not assume that you lack a diversity story. Consider times



where you had to veil important aspects of who you are in the
workplace, and recall how this form of workplace covering
impacted your overall job performance. Your diversity story is
your own, and when you share it, you will raise awareness and
make important connections to other colleagues who may
have felt similarly.

• Do not fall into the false belief that you are not capable of
leading DEI workplace interventions. You step into a
leadership role every time you share your diversity story with
a colleague, and connect it to why it matters for your
organization.

• Do not assume that small actions go unnoticed. When you
share your diversity story, or center hiring decisions, program
budgets, or customer services with DEI considerations in
mind, your colleagues will take notice. These small actions
provide possibility models for other colleagues to take similar
actions, and these everyday efforts make up the fabric to
system-wide culture changes.

CHAPTER 8 – BELONGING BASICS

Identify actions you can take to cultivate a feeling of belonging at
work.

Commit to the actions that seem aggressive and realistic for you.

Start with actions that center around self-education.

Try using a diversity, equity, and inclusion lens in your daily work
and decisions.

Advance by communicating the business case, and getting involved
with diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts.



Step up as a leader, share your diversity story, and inspire your team
to take action.

Remember this work is a journey and not a destination.



EXERCISE 8:
TAKING FOCUSED ACTION

Directions: Now that you have a sense of concrete actions you can take to
help elicit a feeling of belonging at work, the following activity will help you
FOCUS, or simply Finish One Course Until Successful. After completing
this exercise, you will have a charted course to help you cultivate a sense of
belonging within your organization.

1. Write a list of the short and long-term actions from this
chapter you feel confident in taking over the next year and
beyond.

Short-Term (over the next year): Ex: Self-educate, join

an ERG, learn about organization’s DEI vision

and values

statement_____________________________________________________



Long-Term (beyond one year): Ex: Sponsor a protégé,

join organization’s DEI advisory council, work

with Chief Diversity Officer to learn how to

communicate DEI business case to department

managers and

supervisors____________________________________________________

2. From the list above, commit to one short-term action you can
take today, and break it down into a SMART goal below.
SMART stands for: specific, measurable, achievable, realistic,
and timebound.

Select one short-term action: Ex: Self-

Educate________________________



Specific: Ex: Learn more about unconscious

bias___________________

Measurable: Ex: Read 3 books about unconscious

bias in the next 3

months_______________________________________________________________

Achievable: Ex: Yes – set one hour aside each



morning to read____

Realistic: Ex: Yes, though it will be tough waking

up an hour earlier each

day__________________________________________________________________

Time-bound: Ex: Yes, I will have this

accomplished within the next 3

months______________________________________________________



3. Take a similar approach for one long-term action you can
commit to, breaking it down into a SMART goal below.

Select one long-term action: Ex: Sponsor a

protégé______________________

Specific: Ex: Identify one protégé to

sponsor_____________________

Measurable: Ex: Yes – it will be possible to work



with HR to identify a protégé to mentor who is

different from myself within the next

year.________________________________________________________________

Achievable: Ex: Yes – once a protégé is identified,

I will commit one lunch break each month to

work on building a strong relationship with

my

protégé.______________________________________________________________



Realistic: Ex: Yes, I understand that I will need to

intentionally set aside 12 lunch breaks each

year over the course of the next two years and

beyond to help develop my

protégé.______________________________________________________________

Time-bound: Ex: Yes, I will have a protégé

identified in the first year, and I will

continue working with them for at least two

years if not

longer._____________________________________________



4. Identify one colleague or close friend who would be willing to
hold you accountable to your short and long-term actions.
Commit to sharing your actions as soon as possible.

Ex: I have shared these goals with my

supervisor as a part of my own professional

development, and I have asked them to hold

me

accountable.___________________________________________________



THOUGHT LEADER LESSONS

How can employees, regardless of their roles, foster a sense of
belonging?

 I always believe, like Dr. King said, that everybody’s a leader in whatever
capacity. And I think there’s a difference between being named a leader and
actually being a leader. Sometimes, we think, ‘well, if I don’t have a title, I
don’t have the power to influence.’ And you do. No matter what your role is,
if you can show it with grace and with kindness, I think you can influence. I
think you can have an impact on your clients, your stakeholders, your peers.

Even with your supervisor, or the person who you’re managing. 
– Joel Brown, Chief Visionary Officer, Pneumos

 I believe that everybody, regardless of position, has power and that they
can make change, or we can make change together. I agree that everybody
can be a leader regardless of the position they hold. I come from a working
class family, and it’s how you can manage your manager, no matter what
position you’re in. You can manage yourself and you can manage the

situation you’re in. 
– Kylar Broadus, Global Human Rights Activist, Lawyer, Business Law Professor

 First and foremost, it is important to help people realize that there are
different types of leadership. Positional leaders, are leaders, though their
power is actually quite limited. In that regard, because there are so many
accountability factors they don’t get to have the same freedom that a bridge



leader could have. I think having people understand the power of relationship
and the power of community and the power of not being tied to those same
kinds of rules and restrictions is really a lot of where the agency can show

energy. 
– Dre Domingue, Assistant Dean of Students for Diversity and Inclusion, Davidson

College

 You have an obligation to continue learning, no matter your role.
Through that learning, your empathy grows, you start to have a deeper
curiosity and that curiosity doesn’t harm other individuals. You’re able to
express curiosity in learning in collaboration and partnerships without

tokenizing or harming or being inappropriate. 
– Ben Duncan, Chief Diversity and Equity Officer, Multnomah County Office of

Diversity and Equity



 

FIND YOUR NORTH STAR, SET YOUR COURSE, AND CHANGE
THE WORLD

 Whatever the mind can conceive and believe, it can achieve. 
– Napoleon Hill

ESTABLISH A VISION

When I served as a Senior Advisor for LGBTQ Policy & Practice at New
York City’s Administration for Children’s Services (ACS), I taped this
Michelangelo quote above my desk, “I saw the angel in the marble and
carved until I set him free.” Much like an artist, I had the responsibility of
helping others see the same angel in the marble that I recognized. Rather
than picking up the chisel, I had to assemble the right City leaders to work
together in articulating a shared vision to free our angel, which in this case,
was finding a way to deliver more inclusive services for all young people in
our care, centering our work around the most vulnerable to mistreatment.

Specifically, I was charged with the responsibility of equipping the
nation’s largest municipal child welfare agency and its contractors –
upwards of 30,000 professionals – with the knowledge, skills, and confidence
to respectfully serve LGBTQ children and young people in foster care and
juvenile justice settings. For these professionals to understand what was at
stake, I had to define our shared vision and empower leaders from across the



City to help in communicating this vision. Our vision helped inspire fellow
professionals to recognize that our system had the potential of empowering
all young people in our care to thrive into healthy and happy adults.

To build momentum and urgency in doing the right thing, I shared the
reality that for far too many young people, thriving into healthy and happy
adults was riddled with barriers embedded within the very systems intended
to help. For LGBTQ young people, the reality of experiencing rejection
from family and faith communities, bullying in school, and the likelihood of
interfacing with the criminal justice system led many into the child welfare
and juvenile justice systems.119 While estimates indicate that 7%120 of all
young people in the United States identify as LGBTQ, nearly 1 out of every
5 young people in child welfare settings – or 19% – identify as LGBTQ.121

While many understood and accepted that there was a
disproportionately high number of LGBTQ young people involved in our
care, many were resigned to believe that this was just the way the world
worked. Far too many lacked the belief that LGBTQ young people could
truly thrive into healthy and happy adults. Simply put, the Agency, and the
people responsible for sharing an optimistic message with young people,
lacked a bold vision. Without a bold vision, the Agency was bound to be
stuck in what was already known, and continue treading over the same
worn out paths yielding the same dismal results. Sadly, this limited thinking
is not uncommon for organizations like ACS. Understanding how it
manifests is the first important step to moving beyond it.

FIND YOUR NORTH STAR

Joel Brown, one of the featured thought leaders interviewed for this book,
introduced me to the idea of knowing your anchor story, or the story of
what holds us back. On a macro level, ACS had an anchor story of having
exceptionally low standards of what was possible for some of the most
vulnerable young people involved with the Agency. Joel also introduced me
to the concept of your North Star story, or the story that is leading you
forward. For those working at ACS, greater awareness and curiosity about



why people believed the anchor story was needed before a full commitment
to the North Star story could be realized.

The central theme in the ACS anchor story, or what was holding so
many professionals within the organization back, was related to the
empathy gap. An empathy gap exists when one person’s unconscious biases
inhibit them from truly empathizing with another person who differs from
their own identity, background, beliefs, or experiences. The vast majority of
professionals working within ACS identified as straight and cisgender,
meaning that they did not identify as a LGBTQ person. Further, many
lacked personal connections to LGBTQ people, communities, and cultures,
which exacerbated this empathy gap.

The lack of personal connections with LGBTQ people broadly, let alone
with LGBTQ people within the organization, made it somewhat easier to
debate their existence and question their experiences. In this instance,
professionals suffering from the impacts of the empathy gap were more
likely to see LGBTQ people as an abstract concept. When a group of people
are viewed in the abstract, dehumanizing their existence and experiences
can – and often does – occur. When compounding race and class biases, on
top of biases towards LGBTQ individuals, the empathy gap widened
between LGBTQ young people in care and the professionals hired to meet
their specific needs.

Understanding what may hold our organizations back from working
towards our shared vision can help us gain greater awareness of what is
needed to cut the rope to our anchor story, and begin sailing towards our
North Star as illustrated in Figure 9.1. As workplace inclusion champions,
one of the best ways we can clarify our North Star story, or our vision,
starts by looking within our own hearts. When we remember how basic the
need to belong is, and what it takes for us to feel that sense of belonging, it
will help articulate our North Star and clarify our vision. When we share
this story, we have the potential to inspire our colleagues, and do the work
necessary to begin shifting our organization’s culture.

Sailing to Your North Star



Figure 9.1

COMMAND-AND-CONTROL APPROACHES LEAD TO FAILURE

Once my colleagues at ACS understood the need to improve services and
care for LGBTQ children and young people, many began to embrace the
shared vision of improving services for those most vulnerable to
mistreatment, harassment, and discrimination. Embracing the vision alone,
however, was simply not enough to shift the organization’s culture. Vision
in isolation is simply a dream. To sail towards the organization’s proverbial
North Star required significant effort. It required intentional action. It
demanded an all hands on deck approach to do the work.

A lack of vision, and the absence of a clearly articulated strategy with
defined actions to help reach an organization’s North Star, sets those leading
the charge up for failure. Without these elements, an organization is simply
resting their diversity, equity, and inclusion commitments on hope alone to
transform the culture into one that fosters a sense of belonging. According
to the Harvard Business Review:

Firms have long relied on diversity training to reduce bias on the job, hiring
tests and performance ratings to limit it in recruitment and promotions, and



grievance systems to give employees a way to challenge managers. These
tools are designed to preempt lawsuits by policing managers’ thoughts and
actions. Yet laboratory studies show that this kind of force-feeding can
activate bias rather than stamp it out. As social scientists have found, people
often rebel against rules to assert their autonomy. Try to coerce me to do X,

Y, or Z, and I’ll do the opposite just to prove that I’m my own person.122

To avoid the command-and-control approach that forces culture change
upon your stakeholders, you can consider alternatives such as incorporating
feedback from stakeholders throughout your workplace ecosystem on ideas
that can help others feel a sense of belonging at work. Such feedback has the
potential to foster cooperation, strengthen team camaraderie, and inform
your organization’s diversity, equity, and inclusion vision, along with the
work required to achieve it.

When I helped ACS establish a shared vision that all leaders across the
system informed, something very interesting occurred. The leaders who
cooperated and helped shape the vision began viewing themselves as
champions for inclusion. They started to own the vision, and they helped
communicate why it mattered to thousands of professionals working in the
system. When those professionals realized how their attitudes, beliefs, and
behaviors were out of alignment with the vision, they were encouraged to
act in ways that supported those most vulnerable in the organization’s care.

VISION + INTENTIONAL ACTIONS CHANGE THE WORLD

The ingredients to yield a workplace culture of belonging include clearly
establishing your North Star, charting your course, and then taking the
necessary actions to get there. While your North Star, or vision, and the
course you chart, or strategic plan, make up only a small part of the
equation, they are essential for informing your actions. Actions lacking
vision simply pass the time, and help your executive team “check off the
box” to communicate that your organization is doing something, albeit not
very effectively. Vision, a charted course, complemented with lots of hard



work will help you change the world.

North Star + Charted Course + Intentional Action = Belonging at Work

The efforts you actively make in working towards cultivating a sense of
belonging are not static, meaning that you don’t create a vision, chart your
course, and take a series of tactical actions to cultivate this feeling just once.
These efforts are a part of ongoing commitments to help your organization
get better and better with time. When we establish our bold vision, we help
our organizations constantly strive to be better with time. Our vision,
coupled with a charted course, or a strategic plan that allows us to reassess
what’s working and what’s not, will help inform our actions over time.

Reassessing our charted course, much like sailing on the wide open sea,
is critical to determine if we are meeting our objectives. For example, if we
set out to sail from south Florida to the Bahamas and a hurricane entered
our charted course, we would make plans to reroute for our safety and well-
being. Similarly, if we are making efforts to help our people belong, and our
charted course coupled with the tactical actions we take don’t help us reach
our North Star, we have the ability to reassess and recalibrate as needed.

Using my time at ACS as an example, we had to recalibrate our charted
course in order to help LGBTQ young people thrive into health and happy
adults. While many professionals were familiar with different sexual
orientations, or who we are romantically, emotionally, and physically
attracted to, many were deeply confused about gender identity, especially
with respect to transgender and nonbinary people. To bridge this gap, we
recalibrated our charted course by offering professional development
opportunities to help staff understand different gender identities, learn why
transgender and nonbinary young people are vulnerable in child welfare
systems, and gain skills on how to improve their experiences while in
care.123

CHANGE THE WORKPLACE



If you are uncertain of how to establish your vision, charter your course, or
take the tactical actions necessary to help cultivate a sense of belonging,
consider leveraging an existing diversity, equity, and inclusion committee or
task force. As outlined in chapter 8, if you do not have one already
established, consider forming one. These groups are one of the most
effective ways to increase engaged stakeholders who champion this work, as
well as with others who still need to understand why this matters.
According to the Harvard Business Review, these groups have a significant
return on investment:

Task forces are the trifecta of diversity programs. In addition to promoting
accountability, they engage members who might have previously been cool to
diversity projects and increase contact among the women, minorities, and
white men who participate. They pay off, too: On average, companies that
put in diversity task forces see a 9% to 30% increase in the representation of
white women and of each minority group in management over the next five

years.124

New York Times bestselling author, Simon Sinek stated, “vision is a
destination – a fixed point to which we focus all efforts. Strategy is a route –
an adaptable path to get us where we want to go”.125 As long as you clarify
your destination, or end point, even if it feels impossible to reach, you will
build a following of passionate champions within your organization who can
help foster a sense of collaboration and inform your charted course.
Together, you will gain the strength in numbers required to take the
tactical and intentional actions required over time. A culture of cooperation
helps yield a sense of belonging for all involved.

CHAPTER 9 – BELONGING BASICS

Clarify what success looks like by establishing a shared vision of
what it feels like to belong at work.



Forcing culture change upon your people in a command-and-control
manner results in greater resistance, and will likely increase bias.

Building consensus around what your vision looks like is a good
first step towards building cooperation to improve the culture of
your workplace.

Belonging at Work = North Star + Charted Course + Intentional
Action

Know that having a vision without a charted course is just a dream.



EXERCISE 9:
BELONGING AT WORK INGREDIENTS

Directions: The following exercise will help you apply the belonging at
work equation to your organization. Once completed, you will gain
confidence in communicating your North Star, or vision, with colleagues.
You will also gain strategies on how to inform this vision with other
stakeholders, develop a charted course, and define intentional actions you
can take today to get started on this important work.

1. Define your North Star. Imagine what it would look and feel
like to experience a true sense of belonging and purpose at
work. How would your colleagues, no matter their position,
identities, backgrounds, beliefs, experiences, etc. be encouraged
to show up authentically in their work to help the organization
achieve its broader strategic goals? Describe what you see,
what you hear, and what you feel. Take time with your
response, and offer as many details as possible to clarify this
vision.

2. Identify Your Champions. Identify all of the champions on
your team who understand the value of cultivating a sense of
belonging at work. For a shortcut, flip to Chapter 5’s Know
Your Audience exercise to quickly list a few of the key
stakeholders who can support your vision.



3. Identify Allied Groups. Identify all of the existing task forces,
committees, employee resource groups, or other groups of
colleagues within your organization that are working to meet
your organization’s diversity, equity, and inclusion
commitments. These groups can help inform your vision, and
charter your course of action.

4. Charter Your Course. Once you have clarified your vision, and
identified the champions and groups that can help inform your
vision, consider how you would establish a strategic plan to
work towards that vision. Is the plan inclusive of short and
long-term actions?

5. Take Intentional Action. Once you have established a vision



and charted a course, reference chapter 8. What actions are
required to reach your North Star? Consider building off of the
items you’ve identified in Chapter 8’s Taking Focused Action
exercise, to inform your plan.

6. Identify One Action. Of all the actions you have identified
above to reach your North Star, what is one specific action you
can take today to get started on moving towards it?



THOUGHT LEADER LESSONS

What is your vision for building a workplace where all
stakeholders know they belong, are valued, and serve an

important purpose?

 Leaders who inspire and compel people that the story they build
collectively can be better, and bigger, than the story that they hold onto
individually helps create a sense of belonging. This builds on a concept I
created called the Third Story, or the idea that there’s my story, there’s your
story, but then the third story is the power of creation, innovation, of
unlocked potential. The companies who do this well realize your story is
valid, and that the other person’s story has value, but the synergy that’s
created by bringing those stories together, and building something better
that taps into everybody’s potential and genius, those are the companies I

think are really doing a wonderful job. 
– Joel Brown, Chief Visionary Officer, Pneumos

 My hope is that employers figure out how to build that sense of belonging
across geographies, across largely virtual workforces. That they really
prioritize this, and that people of all kinds want to stay and help build these

companies for tomorrow. 
– Jennifer Brown, President & CEO, Jennifer Brown Consulting

 Remember that this work is not a fleeting moment; rather it’s a long-term
commitment. It’s not limited to when I have coffee with my diversity officer



or when I’m away at a conference where I’m around professionals prioritizing

inclusion efforts. 
– Dre Domingue, Assistant Dean of Students for Diversity and Inclusion, Davidson

College

 At a base level, the motivation ultimately is that we believe that this work
actually will improve the workplace. Everybody should feel like they belong,
and that they are welcome. To get there, belonging demands that we actively
dismantle systems and structures that create harm, rather than remaining

complicit with this reality. 
– Ben Duncan, Chief Diversity and Equity Officer, Multnomah County Office of

Diversity and Equity

 When it comes to leadership, senior leaders need to be open to the
perspectives of other voices within the organization. For example, if a junior
staffer wants to present something important about their programs to the
senior leadership team, they should be given that opportunity. This type of
access creates a sense of symmetry on all levels, and helps foster a sense of

inclusion. 
– Ashley Brundage, Vice President of Diversity & Inclusion, PNC Bank

 As long as people are putting their teeth behind the work, it’s an
important direction to move because [diversity leaders] have never fully
described where we are going. We often immerse ourselves in the here-and-
now. I do like having a vision that clearly communicates what success looks
like, so we have a sense of when we are getting close. It’s important to know

where we’re going. 
– Kylar Broadus, Global Human Rights Activist, Lawyer, Business Law Professor
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IN CLOSING – BE THE CHANGE!

 In a gentle way, you can shake the world. 
– Mahatma Gandhi

ongratulations! You’ve made it to the end of the book. The magic
happens now, as you are encouraged to step out of your comfort
zone, and do the work. Start by sharing what you have learned with

your colleagues. Then apply your knowledge by committing to one action
you plan to take. Be sure to identify an action you can take today in order to
make your commitment a reality. By doing so, you step into your power as a
possibility model for your colleagues and those people and communities
your organization impacts.

But please don’t stop there. As you know by now, shifting organizational
culture is a long-game practice. Thankfully, it is often the little things that
can make a world of difference to those who often feel excluded from your
organization. Your patience, consistency, and commitment to the work will
yield the changes you wish to see over time. The good news – you can lead
on this work, no matter your role, as outlined in Chapter 8.

Now that you have gained additional knowledge and skills, I urge you to
confidently take the leap and get started. For additional support beyond this
book, please visit the Belonging at Work website:
www.rhodesperry.com/belongingbook. It offers additional educational
resources and support. You can access this content, along with the

http://www.rhodesperry.com/belongingbook


worksheets featured in this book, with the password: Belonging2018. As I
continue to gain new insights on this ever evolving concept of
belongingness, I will add new resources, recommended readings, and other
educational items to the website.

While this book comes to an end, please know your journey has just
begun. As with every new beginning, fear, self-doubt, and a healthy dose of
the imposter complex can creep in. Know that if you have made it all the
way through this book, you have the kind of commitment and perseverance
required to lead on this work, no matter your role. Rest assured you have
strength in numbers as you travel this path, as I am one of many mentors
ready, willing, and excited to work with you as you grow in your role as an
inclusive leader.

As you get started, please share your successes, your challenges, and
your reflections on this work by connecting with me online. The best place
to find me is at:

www.rhodesperry.com

or

www.outentrepreneur.com

Know that I believe in you, and I know you have the power to do this
work. The time has come to release your anchor, chart your course, and set
sail towards your North Star. I know you can get there, and I’m rowing the
boat alongside you. Together, let’s cultivate workplace cultures of
belonging.

http://www.rhodesperry.com
http://www.outentrepreneur.com
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GLOSSARY

he following diversity, equity, and inclusion terms clarify some of
the concepts and themes described in this book. Its purpose is to
open dialogue around the central ideas featured in the text and

establish a framework around what it means to belong at work. For a more
complete glossary of terms, please visit:
www.rhodesperry.com/belongingbook and use the password:
Belonging2018.

Achievement Gaps – The achievement gap in educational settings
describing the disparity in academic performance between different groups
of students.

Anchor Story – The story we tell ourselves that holds us back from
achieving our full expression and potential.

Assigned Female at Birth – A sex assignment determined at either the time
of an infant’s birth or through prenatal sex discernment in which a midwife,
nurse, or physician inspects the genitalia of the infant and assigns a sex. An
infant assigned female at birth is a person of any age and irrespective of
their current gender identity whose sex assignment at birth resulted in a
declaration of “female.” For example, when a physician announces, “it’s a

http://www.rhodesperry.com/belongingbook


girl!”

Belonging – A sense of fitting in or feeling like you are an important
member of a group. When you belong, you are a recognized member of a
group. A feeling of belonging describes a sense of authentically feeling in
solidarity with others especially with family, friends, colleagues, community
associations, faith communities, etc.

Champion – A colleague who goes above and beyond to embrace the buy-in,
execution, and success of a social cause, strategic goal, policy, program,
service, etc. They typically use their clout and influence within an
organization to overcome entrenched resistance to change by serving as
ambassadors across the organization. Sometimes referred to as change
agents, idea champions, change advocates, etc.

Cisgender – An adjective describing a person whose gender identity aligns
with the sex they were assigned at birth. Non-transgender may be used as a
synonym.

Co-Mentorship – A mutual mentorship between two colleagues both
committed to facilitating each other’s professional development. Different
from traditional notions of “mentorship,” co-mentorship balances power
differentials, meaning that both partners serve as mentors and mentees
simultaneously to more fully learn from and support each other.

Cover – An action where an individual intentionally downplays or omits
disclosure of a known stigmatized identity to fit in with the dominant
culture. For example, an employee may omit that they are planning to adopt
a child and become a parent for fear of losing out on a promotion or stretch
assignment.

Cross-Cultural Engagement – An experience where one person or group of
people have the opportunity to immerse and engage in the cultural
traditions of another person or group of people. Cultural traditions may



include, but are not limited to, architecture, fine arts, music, artifacts,
language, foods, crafts, leisure activities, faith traditions, etc.

Culture – A social system of meaning and custom that is developed by a
group of people to assure its adaptation and survival. These groups are
distinguished by a set of unspoken rules that shape values, beliefs, habits,
patterns of thinking, behaviors and styles of communication.

Cultural Intelligence (CQ) – The ability to relate and work effectively with
others across cultural differences, whether those differences are related to
working styles, experiences, identities, or beliefs.

Culturally Responsive – The ability to effectively interact and work with
people of different cultural identities than your own. This concept differs
from “cultural competency” because it focuses on self-responsiveness and
empathy rather than striving to achieve a state of expertise on a culture that
is not your own.

Culturally Specific – Products or services informed by and for an individual
or group with specific needs. The use of language, cultural norms, and
customs familiar to the target group help create a sense of belonging and
safety, especially when those delivering these products or services are
reflective of the communities intended to receive them.

DEI – An acronym that stands for diversity, equity, and inclusion.

Digital Natives – Also known as Generation Z, represents the demographic
cohort following the Millennials or Generation Y. A wide variety of
competing names are also used when referring to this cohort of people.
While demographers typically use the beginning of the twenty-first century
as the starting point for this Generation, few agree on the ending birth
years.

Digital Revolution – A term referencing the widespread changes brought



about by digital computing and communications technology during the
latter half of the twentieth century. Similar to the Agricultural Revolution
and the Industrial Revolution, the Digital Revolution symbolizes the
changes in how society and the workplace are structured with the advent of
the Information Age.

Discrimination – Overt, big actions based on prejudice that unfairly treat a
person differently because of, or punish them for, an aspect of their identity.

Diversity – An environment where a variety of different individuals, groups,
and/or communities with different social and cultural characteristics exist
together. Diversity can also reference diversity of experiences or thought,
where a group of people thinking independently have the opportunity to
work together.

Diversity Story – The concept that every person has a diversity story, and
that that story can help build empathy and commonality with other people
and communities different from them.

Dominant Culture (or Dominant Groups) – Power and advantages
benefiting a dominant identity group derived from the historical oppression
and exploitation of other identity groups. A dominant group, for example, is
one that is advantaged, and has superior resources and rights in a society.

Empathy – The capacity or ability to understand, be aware, and be sensitive
to the feelings, thoughts, and experiences of another person related to either
the past or present.

Empathy Gap – Unconscious biases that make it difficult for people to truly
empathize with people who are different from their own identities,
backgrounds, beliefs, or experiences.

Employee Resource Group – Largely voluntary, employee-led groups that
can have a few members or a few thousand. Composition of the groups are



typically based upon an aspect of our identity (i.e., race, gender, ability,
sexual orientation, veteran status, etc.), or job function (i.e., sales, IT, policy,
etc.), and they often welcome allies interested in learning more. ERGS help
an organization enhance employee engagement and improve services and
products for new and emerging markets. They empower an organization to
access a vast network of diverse talent, and suppliers who can help an
organization’s workforce better reflect the communities they serve.

Environmental Sustainability – A business principle practiced by an
organization committed to overcoming the demands daily business
operations place on the environment to ensure the health and well-being of
all people impacted, now and into the future.

Equality – Evenly distributed access to resources and opportunities
necessary for a safe and healthy life; uniform distribution of access to ensure
fairness.

Equity – Fair treatment, access, opportunity, and advancement while
simultaneously striving to identify and eliminate structural barriers that
have prevented the full participation of some groups.

Gender History – Information related to a transgender or non-binary
person’s sex, name and pronouns assigned at birth, as well as aspects of their
past social, legal, and/or medical transition(s).

Gender Identity – A person’s internal sense of being male, female, or for
some people, a blend of both, neither, or something different.

Golden Rule – Encourages you to treat others the way in which you want to
be treated.

Groupthink – The practice of thinking or making decisions as a group in a
way that discourages creativity or individual responsibility.

Identity Group – A particular group, culture, or community with which an



individual identifies or shares a sense of belonging.

Impact – The effect an action had on a person, group, or community.

Imposter Complex – A feeling of inadequacy or self-doubt that persists
despite evident success.

Implicit Culture – A workplace culture that overlooks the importance of
aligning and informing an organization’s inclusion values, beliefs and
behaviors in support of the overall mission or business strategy leading to
an unfocused culture/strategy dynamic and poor business results.

Inclusion – Cultivating an environment where any individual or group can
be and feel welcomed, respected, supported, and valued to fully participate.

Inclusive Leader – A form of leadership that intentionally welcomes and
incorporates the contributions of all stakeholders within an organization to
encourage teams to voice different perspectives, discuss dissent, and inform
the overall business strategy.

Intention – An action a person, group, or community meant to do.

Intentional Culture – A workplace culture that continuously aligns and
informs an organization’s inclusion values, beliefs and behaviors in support
of the overall mission or business strategy leading to a purposeful and
focused culture/strategy dynamic and better business results.

Intersectionality – Having multiple identities that intersect like gender,
race, and sexual orientation, which sometimes can offer advantages in some
ways, but disadvantages in other ways.

Key Performance Indicators – A quantifiable measure used to evaluate the
success of an organization, employee, etc., in meeting objectives for
performance. Sometimes referred to as KPIs.



LGBTQ – An acronym used to describe lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,
and queer people. It also includes those people questioning either their
sexual orientation or gender identity. The acronym typically describes any
person who does not identify as either straight (heterosexual), and/or
cisgender (non-transgender).

Lived Experience – Refers to a person’s unique experiences and choices,
and the wisdom they have gained from them.

Microaggressions – Brief, everyday exchanges that send denigrating
messages to certain individuals because of their group membership.

Millennials – Also known as Generation Y, is the generation following
Generation X. Those who are a part of this generation were born in the
early 1980s through the mid 1990s. Since this generation lacks precise dates
for when it starts or ends, demographers typically define those within this
generation as reaching young adulthood in the early twenty-first century.

Minority Stress – Describes the chronically high levels of stress endured by
members of underrepresented groups in society, often caused by
interpersonal or organizational microaggressions and discrimination.

North Star Story – The story we tell ourselves that leads us towards
achieving our full expression and potential.

Oppression – A state of being subject to unjust treatment or control.
Oppression can occur at the individual level or systemic level. As an
example of individual oppression, a manager can consciously or
unconsciously oppress an employee by denying them a promotion due to a
physical disability. An example of systematic oppression, an organization
refusing to provide workplace accommodations to employees with physical
disabilities.

Platinum Rule – Encourages you to treat others in the way that they want



to be treated, as opposed to the golden rule of treating others in the way in
which you want to be treated.

Possibility Model – A person who reveals one possible way of being human
in this world that resonates with another person. The phrase, “you have to
see it, to be it,” helps one understand the power and importance of
possibility models.

Privilege – Power and advantages benefiting a dominant identity group
derived from the historical oppression and exploitation of other identity
groups.

Protégé – Often a junior employee who is guided and supported by a more
seasoned and influential professional serving as a sponsor or mentor of the
protégé.

Psychological Safety – A shared belief that the team is safe for interpersonal
risk taking. It can be defined as “being able to show and employ one’s self

without fear of negative consequences of self-image, status or career.”126 In
psychologically safe organizations, employees feel accepted and respected.

Purpose Gap – The distance between workers who find fulfillment and
purpose from workers who feel disconnected and isolated from their jobs.

Resisters – An individual or group of people displaying an obstinately
uncooperative attitude toward changes introduced by authoritative figures,
and not threatened by disciplinary repercussions.

Second Chance Employment – Hiring individuals who have a criminal
background and are ready to change their lives for the better.

Sexual Orientation – An enduring pattern of romantic, emotional, and/or
physical attraction to persons of a different gender, the same gender, more
than one gender, or no gender.



Stereotype Threat – The situation where people believe they are at risk to
confirming stereotypes about the identity groups they belong to, and
exacerbate the levels of minority stress underrepresented groups in the
workplace endure.

Social Responsibility – A business principle practiced by an organization
committed to balancing its revenue generating activities with its charitable
investments to improve the social wellbeing of its stakeholders, including its
staff, markets, and greater communities impacted by its daily operations.

Sponsor – Someone who is willing to champion the progress of a more
junior colleague. A sponsor has the social capital, seniority, and clout to
make a difference in the decisions other senior staff make about the progress
of a more junior colleague. A sponsor recognizes your talent and believes in
your abilities enough that they will risk their credibility to help a more
junior colleague develop.

Straight – An adjective describing a person who is emotionally,
romantically, and/or physically attracted to someone of the opposite sex.
Sometimes referred to as heterosexual.

Talent War – Refers to an increasingly competitive landscape for recruiting
and retaining talented employees. Employers eager to recruit and retain the
best and brightest talent recognize their people are the key ingredient to
building a successful organization.

Targeted Universalism – An approach to decision making that balances the
needs of both dominant and underrepresented groups, centering approaches
around those who are most vulnerable. This approach centers around
equitable practices, and recognizes that when those who are most
marginalized have their needs met, it benefits both underrepresented and
dominant groups.

Supplier Diversity – The intentional inclusion of socially and economically



disadvantaged businesses in procurement opportunities to achieve
innovation, cost-reduction, and revenue growth objectives.

Transgender – An adjective that describes a person whose gender identity
differs from the sex they were assigned or presumed to be at birth.
Transgender is an umbrella term that includes transgender women,
transgender men, and non-binary people.

Triple Bottom Line – An accounting term evaluating a workplace’s greater
business value in relationship to the global marketplace as it relates to its
social, environmental, and economic impact.

Unconscious Bias – Attitudes toward and stereotypes of other social groups
that negatively affect our understanding, actions, and decisions in an
unconscious way.

Underrepresented Groups – Describes a group of people whose members
are disadvantaged and subjected to unequal treatment by the dominant
group, and who may regard themselves as recipients of collective
discrimination.

Workplace Ecosystem – A network of stakeholders within an organization –
including employees, customers, and suppliers – working together to deliver
the organization’s products and/or services.

Zero Sum Game – The idea that if one-person gains something, another
person loses something. When doing diversity, equity, and inclusion work,
sometimes dominant groups believe that if an organization helps make
underrepresented groups feel more included, they lose power, influence, and
clout. The reality is that when an organization makes the DEI commitment,
everyone wins.



 

RESOURCES

Resources

• Belonging at Work bonus website:
www.rhodesperry.com/belongingbook Access the site by using
the password: Belonging2018

• Take the Implicit Association Test (IAT) here:
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/education.html

• Get support and guidance on cultivating workplace cultures of
belonging: www.rhodesperry.com/resources

Books

• Blindspot: Hidden Biases of Good People

• Inclusion: Diversity, The New Workplace, and the Will to
Change

• Everyday Bias: Identifying and Navigating Unconscious
Judgments in our Daily Lives.

Videos

http://www.rhodesperry.com/belongingbook
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/education.html
http://www.rhodesperry.com/resources


• Top 5 Ted Talks on Diversity & Inclusion:
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/5-top-ted-talks-inclusion-
diversity-suzie-drayton

• Surprising Solutions to Workplace Diversity:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mtUlRYXJ0vI&t=192s

• Diversity of Thought: https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=-4mjDiGL-V0

Book Club Discussion Questions

1. What did you already know about diversity, equity, and
inclusion before you read this book? What new things did you
learn?

2. What other books have you read on this topic, and how did
this book differ from those that you read?

3. What feelings did this book evoke for you? Were you
intrigued, overwhelmed, inspired, reflective, etc.?

4. Did you have a new perspective as a result of reading this
book? Has your attitude or behavior shifted since reading this
book?

5. If you had the chance to ask the author of this book one
question, what would it be?

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/5-top-ted-talks-inclusion-diversity-suzie-drayton
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mtUlRYXJ0vI&t=192s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-4mjDiGL-V0
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