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About this study

The Value of Belonging at Work quanti es the tangible
value of belonging in the workplace, and conversely,
the cost of exclusion for individuals and teams. It also
introduces speci c interventions to boost resilience in
the face of exclusion.

This report is based upon a multi-phase study of belonging
in the workplace. The study was led by researchers

at BetterUp Labs, a research lab focused on human
performance and ourishing in the workplace. The study
set out to address the gaps in belonging research to date
by answering two critical questions:

e What is the business case for belonging?

e What can we do to prevent the negative impact
of exclusion in the workplace?

The research included a survey of 1,789 full-time employees
across a diverse set of industries to better understand the
role belonging in the workplace. We also conducted a series
of experiments with live participants to observe and measure
the tangible impacts of inclusion versus exclusion, and to test
the e cacy of multiple interventions.

BetterUp'



Foreward

Belonging in 2020 and beyond.

2020 has propelled us into new frontiers for inclusion as a
business critical imperative. From the COVID-19 pandemic to
broad awakening to the presence and impact of systemic racial
injustice, inclusion, belonging, and social connection have taken

on new meaning.

In our initial research examining the importance of belonging
during the comparative calm of 2019 BetterUp Labs conducted a
multi-phase study of belonging in the workplace. We found clear
evidence that belonging supports recruiting and retaining top
talent. Employees who feel a strong sense of belonging perform
better and stay longer. They are at 50% lower risk of turnover and
have 56% higher performance than employees who feel like they
do not belong. Employees who feel a higher sense of belonging
are willing to recommend their employer to others seenin
organizational promoter scores that are 167% higher, on average,

than those from employees who feel like they do not belong.
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The signi cance of these ndings take on new meaning within
the context of the global pandemic. Consider the implications

of our current reality with remote work, social distancing, and
widespread isolation that makes it harder for people to build and
maintain work relationships and foster a sense of belonging. The
behaviors required to build and maintain our relationships are

di erent and our understanding of what a sense of belonging
even means when we are not physically present with one another
is still forming. These conditions have highlighted the importance
of social connection, inclusion, and belonging for all of us itis a

fundamental human need.

This research also opens a door to newfound awareness

and understanding of the persistent pain and su ering of
marginalized groups. For many of us with privilege, the loneliness
and isolation of COVID is acute. The racial injustice protests
magni ed the long felt exclusion millions of people of color
have been living with for their entire lives and generations that
preceded them. The social and political unrest within the United
States and around the world has raised profound questions

on belonging in society and fueled an impetus for justice and
change. Systemic inequity and racial injustice are complex and
require sustained attention and intention to make changes

at every level to improve the structures that hold members of

our society back. Improving belonging at work will not resolve
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systemic racial injustice. However, this ashpoint in history has
highlighted additional exclusion in workplaces and their impact
on the dalily lived experiences of marginalized employees. As an
example, employees who feel demographically dissimilar from
others in their organization experience 27% less psychological

safety.

Our latest research gathered from the BetterUp platform reveals
the pervasiveness of the problem and the impact of successive
trauma from COVID and racial injustice on people. One in four
employees feel they don t belong in their organization. Feelings
of belonging dropped drastically immediately after COVID-19
was identi ed as a pandemic by the World Health Organization
(WHO). These feelings of belonging dipped again in the period
following the numerous racial injustice protests in response to the
murder of George Floyd. We saw this same pattern for wellbeing,
but also found that people with high belonging were protected
relative to people with low belonging. When people lack a sense
of inclusion and belonging, the cost is deeply personal and widely
organizational. The implications of maintaining higher feelings

of belonging have a signi cant impact on job satisfaction,

organizational commitment, and productivity.

We are in the midst of a period of extreme civil unrest
exacerbated by a global pandemic that signals an in ection

point in history one that could create an opportunity to make
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unprecedented progress. Organizations must act now to
capitalize on and maintain the momentum this point in history
has provided. Our research has demonstrated at least two critical
points: the cost of exclusion is high because it is a violation of a
fundamental human need and we can take action to improve

belonging and foster inclusion today.

How to foster belonging in 2020.

Using a collaborative virtual ball toss game designed to test
exclusion impacts, we uncovered a clear cost in performance

for people who feel excluded. They are less willing to work for

the team if they do not feel they belong to the team. And the
impacts are both swift and long term, as we found people feeling
left out from a two-minute virtual game are less productive in the
immediate term after the experiment and 25% less productive on

future work tasks with the team.

This research quanti ed the bene ts of belonging and costs when
its lacking. But how can organizations increase belonging and
inclusion? Using the interventions we found in our 2019 research,
we can mitigate feelings of exclusion and prevent further impact

from the sense of unbelonging during times of societal crisis.
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We implemented three di erent behavioral interventions during
the experiment, to test performance. Interventions were made
to reduce the impact of exclusion and to prevent the feelings
of exclusion altogether. All of the interventions we tested were
e ective in improving feelings of inclusion, but empowerment

was the most e ective. Interestingly, the most impactful thing

INTERVENTION

ACTIONS

HOW TO
IMPLEMENT
NOW

EMPOWERMENT

Create new rules for the game in
the experiment that would make it
more fair, inclusive, and enjoyable.
The intervention was designed

to o er a measure of control

over a situation and would make
participants feel less excluded and
more likely to re-engage with a
team after an exclusion event.

Empower every individual to take
control of situations of exclusion.
Only 27% of employees feel that
their organization informs them of
opportunities to promote inclusion
in their day-to-day work. Make it
clear to all team members if they
witness exclusion that they have
the power to create the change
and drive for belonging.

MENTORSHIP

Think of their own responses to
help another who was left out. This
intervention was designed to spark
a helping mindset and drive
mentorship that could lessen their
potential negative association
with team experiences.

Promote mentorship behaviors
both formally and informally to
encourage people to proactively
reach out and help others.
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PERSPECTIVE

Read stories and re ections from
others experience in being left
out and the coping mechanisms
they used to reframe behavior of
teammates and their own feelings
of exclusion.

Share stories of impact from
individuals and their coping
mechanisms related to racial
injustice or the isolation of
remote work.

a manager can do if they notice someone feels excluded or
disengaged and is to ask them to help solve the problem, or
empower them to take action. This was even more powerful than
acting as a mentor. This represents a huge opportunity since
only one-third of employees agree that they have the ability to

in uence inclusion at their organization.

ALLYSHIP

Bu er the feelings of exclusion by
implementing an ally. The ally operates
in a fair manner toward all players,

and the presence of this fairness ally
prevents the negative consequences
of exclusion. Support allies through
recognition and encouragement.

Have open discussions around those
who promote fairness, even in the face
of exclusion.

Promote ally behaviors and coach ALL
leaders on inclusive behavior to create
a culture of allyship. Establish real
recognition programs for ally behaviors.
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Managers and leaders play a critical role in supporting belonging
and inclusion. In fact, inclusive leaders are 2.5x more likely to have
direct reports who feel they belong. Managers are the primary
driver of employee experience directly through their interactions
and decisions and indirectly by setting the tone for the team
through their behaviors. Building inclusive leadership skills should

be central to any leadership development e orts.

Coaching: another method for impact.

Additionally, our data shows that working with a coach is an

e ective strategy to increase a sense of belonging. For a direct

e ect, 52% of those who report feeling like they don t belong prior
to joining BetterUp achieve a sense of belonging after 3-4 months
of coaching. Coachees are able to surface actions they could
take to promote feelings of belonging on their own. They learn
how to build better relationships, stay connected during remote
work, increase self-compassion and adopt tactics for showing up
authentically at work through coaching to increase their own sense
of organizational belonging. Coaching is also an e ective tool to
increase employee belonging indirectly, by improving the ability

of their managers and leaders to foster a culture of inclusion and
belonging. BetterUp drives a 33% increase in inclusive leadership
with 3-4 months of coaching and inclusive leaders are 2.5x more

likely to have direct reports who feel they belong.
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In our 2019 study conclusion, we were con dent that uncharted
terrain in the frontiers of inclusion and belonging remained. In fact,
these frontiers have presented barriers to connection that we
could never have imagined, requiring us to continue our research
on what impacts to belonging will result from world events and
these new ways of working and living. This year has tested us all
and made it impossible to ignore what we have always known at
some level that we are people rst and employees second. The
need to belong is a fundamental human need. As our research
demonstrates, when that need is not met, we, and in turn our
individual and organizational performance, also su er. Leaders
who want to drive results will prioritize belonging and use research-

based practices to cultivate a more inclusive culture.
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Introduction

Belonging is a fundamental human need.!

Belonging has long been considered a basic human need.
Evidence from evolutionary psychology suggests the need to
belong is hardwired in the DNA of social animals. Cognitive
psychologists have shown that the pain of social rejection follows
the same neural and physiological patterns as physical pain.?
Our strong, negative response to exclusion has been called a
neural alarm system, adapted over millennia to protect against

the isolating consequences of social separation.®
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If we turn our attention to the modern workplace, we see that
these same social needs and the repercussions of having them
unmet exist today. These themes of belonging and exclusion
permeate corporate hallways and play out everywhere from break
rooms to the boardroom. Employees cannot simply separate

from a long history of evolutionary adaptation, where the need to

belong is strong.

Despite the well-established importance of belonging in the
psychological sciences, signi cant gaps remain in the study and
practice of belonging within the workplace. As we will highlight
below, these gaps some of which are addressed throughout
this report carry a devastating cost to the personal health and
productivity of employees as well as to the culture and scal

wellbeing of organizations.

Why D&l training isn t enough to foster
workplace inclusion.

In the organizational literature, belonging is encompassed by
studies of inclusion, which aim to create an environment

that fosters belonging for individuals. Organizations today have
increasingly prioritized diversity and inclusion (D&I),* and with
good reason. A 2018 report from McKinsey & Company found that

companies in the top quartile for racial and ethnic diversity are
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35% more likely to have nancial returns above their respective
national industry medians.® Despite D&l being top of mind for many
of today s business leaders, the tangible progress made towards
growing and retaining a diverse workforce at all levels of

leadership is underwhelming.®

The lack of progress may be disappointing, but it is unsurprising
when we consider that many current approaches are not well-
founded. For instance, we spend nearly $8 billion” each year on

diversity training, the most prevalent D&l intervention® in the United

States. Although diversity training is popular, evidence shows it
does little to increase the representation of women and minorities?®
The rst study to measure the e cacy of D&l interventions, by
examining more than 30 years of longitudinal data from over 700
private organizations, concluded that diversity training is not only
ine ective, but it can also have a negative impact.’® For example,
researchers found that after ve years of required diversity training
for managers, the proportion of black women actually decreased

by 9% on average."

One critical ingredient is missing from D&l
interventions: evidence-based approaches
that promote a culture of belonging for

all employees.
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While belonging is not a new concept in diversity and inclusion, the

evidence is mounting regarding its importance. A recent national
survey found that a sense of belonging in the workplace is even
more important to employee engagement than feeling respected
as an individual or feeling satis ed with how decisions within a
company were made.”? This correlation was particularly strong for

employees from underrepresented groups.®®

While some might argue that strategies such as recruiting for
diversity should take precedence over belonging interventions,
even the most e ective recruiting strategy won t lead to long-
term change if new talent isn t supported to succeed. Indeed, lack
of belonging has been identi ed as a key reason for voluntary

turnover, especially for traditionally underrepresented groups.*

A multi-phase approach to understand
workplace belonging.

To better understand workplace belonging and exclusion and
to push forward new frontiers for inclusive organizations with
evidence-based intervention recommendations, our study

consisted of three key phases, each focused on a speci c goal:

Phase 1: The value of belonging

In this phase, we surveyed a national sample of employees in order
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to better understand the value of belonging in the workplace.
Investing in belonging requires buy-in from diverse corporate
stakeholders. Quantifying the value of belonging, and, in turn, the

high cost of exclusion, can serve as a call to action.

Phase 2: The cost of exclusion

In this phase, we conducted live experiments® to directly observe
the negative consequences of exclusion. To date, much of the
research on belonging in the workplace relies on survey data
alone. Though valuable, such ndings are limited because they are
correlational rather than causal. In other words, a survey can help
us understand the cost and bene ts associated with belonging,
but it doesn t elucidate the why. Direct observation allows us

to witness the immediate consequences of exclusion, with clarity

regarding causality.

Phase 3: Novel interventions

In this phase, we tested new and existing interventions focused on
belonging in a team setting. While existing research has identi ed
e ective approaches targeting belonging, no studies have
focused speci cally on a workplace team context. We began this
phase of the experiment by applying the best interventions from
the research to date and testing them in team settings. We also
developed and tested novel interventions to push the eld forward

into new frontiers for belonging and inclusion.
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Key ndings: Belonging at work.

Our research results revealed new insights that prove the business
case for belonging in the workplace. Study ndings also identi ed
e ective interventions that can mitigate, and even prevent, the
negative consequences of exclusion for an individual employee

and their team.
Key ndings include:

Belonging is good for business

Employees who feel a strong sense of belonging, compared to
employees with a low sense of belonging, demonstrate a 50%
reduction in turnover risk, a 56% increase in performance, and a 75%

decrease in employee sick days.

Belonging is the best recruiter
When employees feel like they belong, they are 167% more likely to

recommend their organization as a great place to work.

Exclusion hurts teams

Experiments con rm that when individuals are excluded they are
less willing to work on behalf of the team who excluded them. This
remains true even if the individual s reduced productivity hurts their

own nancial interests.
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Remedies exist

Empirical ndings from our study support the capacity of

speci c antidotes that undo the negative costs of exclusion
upon individual and team performance. Of the three antidotes
tested, inviting participants to consider new rules of conduct that
would make the game more fair for future participants ( Lead the

charge ) was the most e ective.

Investment in belonging pays dividends
For a 10,000-person company, if all workers felt a high degree
of belonging, this would correlate with an annual gain of over
$52,000,000 from boosts in productivity.

Exclusion hurts performance
Experiments showed a single incidence of micro-exclusion can
lead to an immediate 25% decline in an individual s performance

on a team project.

Prevention is possible

Experiments showed that the presence of a single ally on the team,
someone who demonstrated fair and inclusive behavior amidst
exclusion from other team members, prevented the negative

consequences of social exclusion.

This report expands upon these ndings and provides guidance
for organizations, leaders, and individuals seeking to promote a

culture of belonging.
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Pro les of workplace belonging.
For the purpose of this study, we de ne belonging as
the experience of being accepted and included by those

around you.'

Based on our survey, we discovered the following

demographic correlations:

Alone in the ivory tower: More education is associated

with less belonging.

It helps to have a tribe: Liberals and conservatives tend

towards higher belonging than centrists or extremists.

On average, managers have a stronger sense of belonging

than individual contributors.

For-pro t workers feel a greater sense of belonging than

those in non-pro t and government jobs.

Personality has an impact: Those who are more extroverted

tend to feel a greater sense of belonging.
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Phase 1.
The value of belonging

Results from our nationwide survey of 1,789
full-time employees across a diverse set of
industries showed that belonging impacts
employee and organizational performance
in multiple ways.
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Employees with a strong sense of belonging perform better

Employees with a strong sense of belonging are less likely
to leave their company, and more likely to recommend their

workplace to others

Employees with a strong sense of belonging show up for
work more, taking less sick days than their counterparts who

feel excluded
Belonging impacts nancial performance and pro tability

While belonging is becoming a top priority for business leaders,
particularly within the realm of D&, some wonder if it is just another
passing trend.” With evidence demonstrating a direct impact on
business outcomes, belonging can no longer be viewed as a nice-
to-have nor can it be dismissed as a buzzword. Leaders who want
to drive top performance in their organizations will make belonging
a key priority in the workplace and use research-backed practices

to cultivate an inclusive culture.

Employees with a strong sense of belonging
perform better.

Employees with a strong sense of belonging report a 56% higher
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level of overall job performance, compared to those who do not

feel they belong.

Performance metrics over a six-month period show that people
who feel high versus low levels of belonging had twice as many
raises. The employees who reported a strong sense of belonging

were also promoted 18 times more often than those with low

levels of belonging.

ny,

Employees with a strong sense
of belonging report a 56% higher
level of overall job performance.

56"

a

Belonging recruits and retains top talent.

Belonging a ects how much people are willing to recommend their
workplace to others. Employees who feel a high sense of belonging
at work report an organizational promoter score that is 167%

higher than employees with a low sense of belonging at work.
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Belonging is associated with
a more than 50% reduction in
turnover risk.

50”
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Employees with a strong sense of belonging
work more.

Employees who feel they belong reported taking 75% fewer sick

days within a twelve-month period compared to employees who

do not feel they belong.

Yy,

Employees who feel they belong
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reported taking 75% fewer sick days.

Belonging impacts nancial performance
and pro tability.

Belonging is a boon to workforce e ectiveness increasing
productivity, retention, and overall performance. These bene ts

add up to a tremendous impact on the bottom line.

If all workers felt a strong sense of belonging, for every 10,000

employees, this would equate to:
An annual gain of over $52 million from boosts in productivity'®
An annual savings of nearly $10 million in turnover-related costs"®

2,825 fewer sick days being taken during the year, which translates

into a productivity gain of nearly $2.5 million per year®
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Phase 2;
Behavioral evidence
for the cost of exclusion

While survey ndings showed the high value of
belonging in the workplace, this experimental
phase of the research more deeply explored
the empirical costs of exclusion on individual

and team performance.

We observed how individuals respond behaviorally to a team
environment that cultivates belonging versus exclusion. Across
thousands of participants, our ndings provide novel experimental
evidence that group exclusion consistently hurts both individual
and team performance.
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