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vExecutive Summary

Executive Summary
Belonging is a fundamental human need, and one that is linked to many of the most complex 
challenges of our time. Without a sense of belonging, individuals and communities suffer; with it, 
they thrive. Yet, because belonging is notoriously difficult to measure, it is often ignored in efforts 
to address the deep fractures in our societies. 

One purpose of this report is to call attention to belonging as a factor that matters deeply for 
leaders and stakeholders across diverse sectors. We make the case for including belonging in the 
design and implementation of programs and policies across all areas of life in the United States. 
A second purpose is to propose a nuanced new tool for measuring belonging—the Belonging 
Barometer—that is robust, accessible, and readily deployable in the service of efforts to advance 
the common good. As with any new tool, it is our hope that the Belonging Barometer can and 
should be refined and improved upon over time. We offer it up to changemakers across the world 
and welcome feedback and collaboration. 

In this report, we review the concept of belonging and introduce a new measure, the Belonging 
Barometer. We then describe initial findings based on a nationally representative survey regarding 
the relationship between the Belonging Barometer and health, democracy, and intergroup 
dynamics in the US. Next, we report on the state of belonging across five life settings: family, 
friends, workplace, local community, and the nation. Lastly, we briefly discuss emerging themes 
and considerations for designing belonging interventions.   

Key Findings From This Report

•	  Belonging is measurably multifaceted. Belonging is about the quality of fit between 
oneself and a setting. When one belongs, they feel emotionally connected, welcomed, 
included, and satisfied in their relationships. They know that they are valued for who they 
are as well as for their contributions, can bring their whole and authentic self to the table, 
and are comfortable expressing their thoughts and opinions regardless as to whether 
they diverge from dominant perspectives. In addition, they understand how things work 
within a given setting, feel treated equally, and perceive that they are able to influence 

decisions.

•	  Belonging is vital for American society. Belonging Barometer scores were associated 
with critical life outcomes in health (e.g., better general and mental health; increased 
life satisfaction; decreased pain, stress, and loneliness), workplace (e.g., increased 
retention and greater willingness to recommend one’s job), social cohesion (e.g., 
higher satisfaction with local community; increased trust in one’s neighbors, other 
local residents, and local government; more civic engagement; decreased feelings of 
marginalization; decreased fear of demographic change; more openness to diversity; 
and greater desire to meet people who are different than oneself), and democracy 
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(e.g., greater satisfaction with life and democracy in the US; increased support for our 
democratic system of government).

•	  A majority of Americans report non-belonging, a cumulative term that includes people 
who are unsure or ambiguous about whether they belong and those experiencing 
exclusion. Sixty-four percent of Americans reported non-belonging in the workplace, 
68% in the nation, and 74% in their local community. Further, nearly 20% of Americans 
failed to report an active sense of belonging in any of the life settings we measured, and a 
small subset (6%) report exclusion across all life settings. These deficiencies in belonging 
may hold significant costs to individuals, institutions, and our society as a whole.

•	  Socioeconomic status and other systemic factors are strongly associated with 
belonging. Americans were more likely to report belonging if they also saw themselves 
as better off or much better off economically than the average American. Other 
associated factors included being older; identifying as a woman or a man vs. another 
gender; or identifying as heterosexual/straight or homosexual/gay rather than bi/
pansexual, asexual, or queer. In some life settings belonging also correlated with race, 
religion, and immigration status, however these differences often become statistically 
insignificant once we controlled for socioeconomic status. While we did not test 
associations between belonging and other forms of systemic marginalization, we note 
that socioeconomic status itself is influenced by them—this is the case, for example, with 
redlining, which prevents wealth accumulation, or being subject to racism or xenophobia, 
which would serve to block opportunities in ones life. For these reasons, belonging 
interventions—in families, workplaces, local communities, and at the national level—
must be designed with an eye towards the life experiences that influence an individual 
systemically.

•	 Large percentage of Americans feel they are treated as “less than others” in their daily 
lives, and this experience is associated with non-belonging across all life settings—not 
only in local community but also nationally, in the workplace, and even among freinds 
and family. The Americans who report being treated as “less than” tend to be younger, 
first-generation or non-citizen immigrants, identify as non-Hispanic white, or identify as 
a gender minority. The range of demographic categories who reported being treated as 
“less than others” in their local communities suggests a broad social breakdown in civic 
norms and behavior, or at least the experience of such among a wide set of groups. It also 
presents an opportunity for local communities to inquire about whether their residents 
experience indignity in daily interactions, and to seek to address any issues

•	  Belonging and diversity are interdependent, an insight that will grow increasingly 
important as the US becomes increasingly diverse. Americans with one or more diverse 
friends reported higher levels of overall friendship belonging. Moreover, Americans 
living in diverse neighborhoods reported less marginalization and more openness to 
demographic change if they experienced local belonging. Our research suggests that 
we all win when we strive to inculcate belonging in diverse workplaces or civic spaces, 
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and conversely, we all lose when we don’t combine diversity with belonging. However, 
our survey also revealed that large percentages of Americans lack relationships with 
people of a different race/ethnicity, partisan affiliation, religion, sexual orientation, 
socioeconomic status, or country of origin. Taken together, these facts underscore the 
need to invest in social contact across differences. 

•	  Belonging is attainable. In today’s polarized, socially segregated, and increasingly 
diverse America, investments in belonging are more urgent than ever. Fortunately, there 
is burgeoning research on how to design effective belonging interventions, and there 
are already organizations and communities piloting such work. As work in this space 
continues, understanding what is and what is not working, and why, will be critical 
for advancing the field. While this first report serves as a “snapshot” of belonging in 
the US today, the Barometer can be adapted to measure levels of belonging over time 
(e.g., for workers, students, residents, citizens), or to track pre- and post-intervention 
changes. With such a robust measure, it will be possible to tailor interventions to improve 
belonging, and to identify the interventions that work best within a particular context. 

To further explore any aspect of this report, or to learn how to use the Belonging Barometer in 
your town, team, office, etc., please contact Over Zero at belonging@projectoverzero.org. 

mailto:info%40projectoverzero.org?subject=
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Introduction

The need to belong is among our most primal drives,1 shaping our personal, societal, and political 
experiences in the 21st-century. Indeed, scholars have linked some of the most complex challenges 
of our time—loneliness,2 caring for an aging population,3 various forms of social and political 
division,4 and school violence5—to belonging. Yet belonging is notoriously difficult to measure. As 
a result, it is often ignored in efforts to address the deep fractures in our societies, or is given only 
passing consideration—and rarely with a substantive evidence base. 

One purpose of this report is to call attention to belonging as a factor that matters for key 
stakeholders, leaders, and philanthropists in the US today who care about health, democracy, 
and intergroup relations. Another is to propose a way of measuring belonging that is robust, 
accessible, and readily deployable in the service of efforts to advance the common good. Like all 
measures, the Belonging Barometer can be improved upon as it gains wider deployment. To begin 
that process, we offer it up to changemakers across the world and invite your feedback.

This report reviews the concept of belonging and introduces a new measure, the Belonging 
Barometer. Then, based on findings from a nationally representative survey (n=4905), it reveals the 
ways in which the Belonging Barometer is associated with US health, democracy, and intergroup 
dynamics, respectively. Next, it reviews the state of belonging in America across five life settings—
family, friends, workplace, and local and national communities. It further explores two themes 
emerging from these data: the interdependence of diversity and belonging and the fact that 
belonging in one life setting correlates with belonging in other life settings. We close with a short 
introduction to belonging interventions.

The Roots of Belonging

In social psychology’s “theory of belongingness,” belonging is an innate motivational drive—
underpinned by our ancestral origins—to form and maintain positive emotional bonds 
with others.6 Our need for belonging is so great that it permeates our thoughts, feelings, and 
behaviors,7 and is integrally connected to how we perceive and pursue our life goals.8 

In fact, our brains are wired for belonging, and we are psychologically primed to form positive 
emotional bonds before we are even born. In the womb, our hearts beat in tandem with those of 
our mothers9 and once when we’re born, our hormones and brain activity mirror our caregivers’ 
in a process called “biobehavioral synchrony.”10 This phenomenon lays the biological foundation 
from which empathy emerges later in life, and helps to shape our capacity to connect with others 
in the future. These are among the reasons why some scholars have deemed belonging to be as 
important as our need for love,12  and as necessary to our survival as food or water.11 

As we will discuss later in this report, individuals who experience belonging are happier, healthier, 
and more resilient.13 They enjoy improved cognition, creativity, and performance, as well as 
bolstered immune systems, which protect them from stress and disease.14 Within wider society, 
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belonging is associated with increased civic engagement and trust.15 And, at a time when we 
seek to strengthen our pluralistic practices in the US, belonging may help to facilitate social 
cohesion by improving individuals’ ability to process information that may be discordant with their 
worldview.16 

It is no surprise, then, that belonging lays the foundation for thriving individuals and strong 
communities. Susie Wise, Stanford University professor and author of Design for Belonging, writes:

…belonging is the key that unlocks the best in everyone. Kids who feel they belong learn 
better in school. Elders with a sense of belonging stay healthy and aware. Immigrants who 
belong thrive in their new communities. Having a sense of belonging leads to flourishing in 
every environment and group, big and small, from your home to the culture at large.17

Belonging & Othering

Research on belonging nearly always associates belonging with positive outcomes and non-
belonging with negative ones. But this binary characterization is based on a snapshot of belonging 
relationships at a single moment. Since belonging is a need, those experiencing non-belonging 
will seek to fill it in some way. How one chooses to satisfy their need to belong could be harmful if 
done in a way that threatens their own healthy functioning or is detrimental to societal cohesion.18 
Think, for instance, of a drug addiction that is acquired because the drug enables a desperately 
needed sense of connection and wellbeing,19 or, of narratives where some form of societal 
exclusion served to push individuals toward belonging within an extremist community.20

Indeed, one way that people forge a sense of belonging is by othering members of other groups.  
john a. powell and Stephen Menendian, both at UC Berkeley’s 
Othering and Belonging Institute, call group-based othering “the 
problem of the twenty-first century.” They write:

In a world beset by seemingly intractable and overwhelming 
challenges, virtually every global, national, and regional 
conflict is wrapped within or organized around one or more 
dimension of group-based difference. Othering undergirds 
territorial disputes, sectarian violence, military conflict, the 
spread of disease, hunger and food insecurity, and even 
climate change.21

Setting a boundary between “us” and “them” can often lead to a stronger sense of belonging 
within the “us.”22 But even without othering, moving closer to one group of people can often mean 
moving farther apart from another group, an observation that reminds us that belonging is not 
just dynamic (always changing) but sometimes also compensatory (e.g., in a life of limited time 
and energy, an increased investment and experience of belonging in one life setting may mean a 
decreased sense of belonging in another).

Othering is treating people from 
another group as essentially different 
and generally inferior to the group 
you belong to. —Susie Wise17 
For a longer definition and 
explanation, see john a. powell, “the 
mechanisms of othering.”

https://belonging.berkeley.edu/john-powell-keynote-mechanisms-othering
https://belonging.berkeley.edu/john-powell-keynote-mechanisms-othering
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The realities described above highlight the need for deeper contextual and longitudinal 
examinations of belonging. Specifically, future work can seek to understand how shifts in 
belonging and othering interact with societal bridges and divisions, and with our society as a 
whole. For now, we start by providing a baseline snapshot of belonging in America.

Why Create a Belonging Barometer?

Given widespread acknowledgment of the power of belonging within the social sciences, one 
might expect there to be a clear and shared definition for the term, or perhaps a standardized 
means of assessment. Unfortunately, neither is the case.23 Scientific research on belonging has 
developed in parallel across different disciplines and sectors, often leading to measures that are 
long and hyperspecific (e.g., tailored to the nursing profession, schools or sports teams, Anglican 
congregants, etc.) or that lack nuance (e.g. such as a one-item survey question).24 Thus, while 
the past 30 years have produced striking findings about the many impacts of belonging (itself, 
or through adjacent constructs such as social connection, social cohesion, loneliness, isolation, 
rejection, or ostracization), neither the measures used nor the populations studied are easily 
comparable. We created the Belonging Barometer in an attempt to fill this need, and to provide 
richer, more nuanced insights about belonging.

Introducing the Belonging Barometer

While belonging may be an innate motivational drive to form and maintain positive emotional 
bonds, it is not merely about social connection. For social psychologists Greg Walton and Shannon  
Brady, belonging: 

	 ...involves two parties, ‘I’ and ‘here,’ and, at least implicitly, an evaluation of who I am  
	 (or can become) and what the setting allows (or can allow)...It is a more general  
	 inference, drawn from cues, events, experiences, and relationships, about the quality  
	 of fit or potential fit between oneself and a setting.25

Environments of “fit” allow us to pursue our goals, and belonging is fundamentally connected 
to goal pursuit. Environments that lack a “fit” are problematic because they hinder our goals. 
(Alternatively, they might simply feel irrelevant to us (e.g., “I don’t care if I belong on Wall Street”).

The idea that one is part of a system or environment that “fits,” or doesn’t, sets belonging apart 
from constructs that more specifically deal with social relationships (like social connectedness, 
loneliness, isolation, rejection, or ostracization).26 While social relationships can be a source of 
belonging, one can feel belonging without them (for instance, in settings where they do not, or 
not yet, have strong relationships). One can also lack belonging despite having friends in a setting, 
especially if they feel that one of their social identities is 
marginalized there.27 Social identity is a person’s sense of 

who they are based on their group 
membership.
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The Science of “Belonging Uncertainty”

Belonging and belonging uncertainty are separate but related factors. Belonging 
uncertainty is the sense that one’s belonging is tentative, up for negotiation, and always 
at stake. It occurs when environmental cues indicate that one’s identity (e.g., race, 
religion, national origin) might not be compatible with success (e.g., at school or work, 
or within the community).29 For instance, if a student who wants to become a math 
professor notices that the hallways in the math department are covered solely with 
pictures of male mathematicians, she may wonder if her aspirations are realistic. 

People might think they belong most of the time, but still perceive and be reactive 
to threats—even subtle ones—to that belonging. When a person perceives that 
threats to their belonging are a possibility, they vigilantly monitor for such cues 
in the environment, which can take energy away from the social, educational, or 
professional task at hand. In the scientific literature, college students who experienced 
belonging uncertainty were more likely to disengage from school, and failed to build 
the relationships that they needed to succeed in the long term.30 Thinking that one’s 
belonging is at stake can also lead to a tendency to interpret negative experiences as 
matters of exclusion rather than situations that everyone goes through as part of a 
normal human experience. 

People from minority, underrepresented, and stigmatized groups often find themselves 
in situations of belonging uncertainty because environmental cues tend to reflect  
the status quo. However, anyone can experience belonging uncertainty—and perhaps 
all of us experience it more amidst unsettled times, which are accompanied by both 
culture change and power shifts. Belonging uncertainty is greatest when people  
want to belong in a space—when they think it is valuable for them and who they  
want to be or become—but there is some deep question about their ability to belong 
there. While this study focuses on belonging, future work should also seek to track 
belonging uncertainty.

Further, belonging does not always involve the presence of other people—one can feel a sense of 
belonging to an environment (e.g., a park, mountain, or tribal land).28 
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Creating a Measure for Multifaceted Belonging

There are many facets of experience that could influence how one “fits” or could potentially “fit” 
within an environment.3  Those ultimately included in the Belonging Barometer were generated 
based on a review of the scientific literature, and in consultation with a cross-disciplinary team 
of academic reviewers (see “Acknowledgments” on pp. i-iii). When selecting items, we strove 
to reflect the multifaceted nature of belonging, keep the measure short enough to enable 
widespread usage, and make it easy to apply to diverse contexts. Those facets of experience 
included by the Belonging Barometer include:

•	 Feeling emotionally connected 

•	 Being welcomed and included
•	 Perceiving that one is able to influence decision-making
•	 Feeling able to be one’s whole and authentic self
•	 Being valued as a person and for one’s contributions
•	 Being in relationships that are as satisfying as one wants them to be
•	 Feeling like an insider who understands how the environment works

•	 Feeling comfortable expressing one’s opinions
•	 Being treated equally
•	 Feeling that one “truly belongs”

During our search to identify key and representative facets of belonging, we realized that several 
popular concepts—which might be seen as adjacent to belonging—provide a useful conceptual 
lens into items on the measure.

For instance, social connection and its opposites—loneliness and 
social isolation—often come to mind when people think about 
belonging. The concept of loneliness, in particular, has risen to 
popular consciousness in recent years, due in part to the gravity of its 
health associations: Experiencing loneliness has been shown to have 
the same life-shortening impact as smoking 15 cigarettes a day.32 The 
US Surgeon General, Vivek Murthy, has framed loneliness as a public 
health crisis—a “loneliness epidemic”—affecting not only our health, 
but also our performance in schools and workplaces, and even the 
sense of division and polarization within US society.33 Unfortunately, 
the COVID-19 pandemic has led to increased reports of loneliness in 
many populations.34

The Barometer taps into social connection by measuring the following 
themes: emotional connection, feeling welcomed and included, and 
relationship satisfaction.

Loneliness is the feeling of being 
alone, regardless of the amount of 
social contact. It is the subjective 
feeling that you’re lacking the social 
connections that you need or want. 
For more, see Loneliness and Social 
Isolation Linked to Serious Health 
Conditions.

Social isolation is a lack of social 
connections. It can lead to loneliness 
in some people, while others can feel 
lonely without being socially isolated. 
See Loneliness and Social Isolation 
Linked to Serious Health Conditions.

https://www.cdc.gov/aging/publications/features/lonely-older-adults.html
https://www.cdc.gov/aging/publications/features/lonely-older-adults.html
https://www.cdc.gov/aging/publications/features/lonely-older-adults.html
https://www.cdc.gov/aging/publications/features/lonely-older-adults.html
https://www.cdc.gov/aging/publications/features/lonely-older-adults.html
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Another adjacent concept is psychological safety. Studies in 
organizational psychology have established the importance of 
psychological safety for human resources and collaborative teams 
over the past 20 years,35 and the term rose to prominence within the 
business community in 2015 after Google found it to be the most 
important factor associated with high-performing teams within its 
corporation.36 There, psychological safety outperformed a host of 
more expected predictors of team performance, such as the number 
of top performers on the team, collective team intelligence, the use of consensus-driven decision-
making, overall team workload or stress, and having team members that are co-located. It turns 
out that when people feel free to share dissenting, diverse perspectives or off-beat ideas—all 
actions that psychological safety facilitates—their teams solve problems more quickly and 
creatively. While psychological safety—in short, feeling sufficiently safe to be vulnerable and take 
risks37—has been studied and applied to business teams, the mechanism by which it works is 
relevant to any collaborative community, be it a family, friend group, local community, etc.  

The Barometer reflects aspects of psychological safety by measuring the following themes: being 
able to freely express one’s opinions, being valued for one’s self and contributions, and perceiving 
that one is able to bring one’s whole and authentic self to the table (not having to hide or diminish 
parts of one’s identity).38 

A last concept, considered essential to belonging by john a. powell, 
Director of the Othering and Belonging Institute, is the idea of agency, 
or co-creation.39 This is the ability to co-create the organizations, 
systems, and structures that shape one’s future, if desired. According 
to powell, feeling welcomed and included does not equate to 
belonging unless you are also able to influence outcomes. “Belonging 
or being fully human,” powell writes, “entails being respected at 
a basic level that includes the right to both co-create and make 
demands upon society.”40 

The Barometer taps into elements of co-creation by measuring the following themes: the perception 
that one is treated equally by others within the community of reference, feeling like an “insider” 
who understands how the system of reference works, and seeing oneself as able to influence 
decisions.

The Barometer in Context: Life Settings

The Belonging Barometer can be used across different contexts, whether that be a classroom or 
school, a social program or community center, an office or organization, a town or country. For 
this report, we examined Barometer scores across five life settings in the US: family, friendships, 
workplace, local community, and the nation. We chose these settings in part because they are 
primary components of modern life, where most people have reason to want to belong. Below, we 
will also sometimes refer to a sixth score, “intimate belonging,” which is composed of the highest 
of two scores—family or friendship belonging.

Psychological safety is a shared 
belief held by members of a team (or 
community) that others on the team 
(or community) will not embarrass, 
reject, or punish them for speaking 
up with ideas, questions, and 
concerns, or for admitting mistakes.

“Belonging is being 
accepted and invited to 
participate. More than that, 
it means being able to raise 
issues and confront harsh 
truths as a full member of  
a community.”  

- Susie Wise, Design for Belonging

https://www.ccl.org/articles/leading-effectively-articles/what-is-psychological-safety-at-work/
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Belonging as a Scale

In the real world, belonging is not a switch but a scale—and throughout this report we have used 
the terms belonging, ambiguity, and exclusion to describe where one falls along this gradient.

On one side of this gradient is belonging, in which one experiences social connection, 
psychological safety, and a sense of agency within a group, with all the richness that  
belonging entails.

At the other end of the spectrum is exclusion, in which one feels left out, ignored, rejected, or 
ostracized. To experience exclusion is to lack a desired connection to an environment. In the 
scientific literature, exclusion is associated with negative emotions like sadness and anger, as well 
as attitudes such as distrust, and outcomes such as decreased performance in work or school, and 
antisocial behavior.41

Between the extremes of belonging and exclusion is ambiguity. Here, scores reflect a middle 
ground. On the one hand, one may feel neither belonging nor exclusion. Alternatively, they might 
experience strong belonging for some Barometer items and strong exclusion for others, presenting 
an intense ambivalence that averages out to a neutral score.

In this report, we have at times grouped ambiguity and exclusion under the umbrella term non-
belonging, because in both cases individuals are denied the benefits of belonging. Similarly, 
throughout the report we sometimes provide further nuance, noting that people who land in the 
zone of non-belonging might actually be anticipating or experiencing unbelonging, which has its 
own unique psychology. As Mary Healy writes:  

…to ‘unbelong’ is to have what was thought to be certain or taken for granted removed, 
disconnecting us from others...In such cases, membership belonging has been revoked, 
removed or challenged in some way…unbelonging becomes positioned as a place of exile 
and danger, of homelessness and rootlessness for those who once belonged, but are now 
abandoned as outsiders.42

Regardless of context, the negative emotions and action tendencies that can be associated 
with ambiguity, exclusion, and unbelonging are a reminder of just how urgent it is that we move 
forward in our communities and organizations with an eye towards belonging, bringing all of us 
along and leaving none of us behind. 

BelongingAmbiguityExclusion

Non-belonging 
Unbelonging
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Methodology

The Barometer scale—and the survey instrument in its entirety—was informed and reviewed by a 
team of scientists from the fields of social psychology, sociology, political science, anthropology, 
and medicine, with specializations in democracy, intergroup relations, extremism, and health (see 
“Acknowledgments” on pp. i-iii).  

Barometer Design 

The 10-item Barometer is pictured below, as adapted for the local community setting. While nine 
items on the scale capture elements we have associated with connection, psychological safety, 
and co-creation, discussed above, the tenth item allows respondents to project onto their answer 
whatever belonging means to them: “When I’m [with my family / with my friends / with my 
coworkers / in my local community / interacting with other Americans], I feel like I truly belong.” 
Items three, four, and nine are framed in the negative (as a data quality check) and calculated 
accordingly (these statements, which are “reverse scored,” are indicated with an asterisk). 
Barometer items were randomized on the survey; all items were rated on a 1-5 scale (1=strongly 
disagree, 2=disagree, 3=neither agree nor disagree, 4=agree, 5=strongly agree). 

In the survey, we first asked respondents to write the name of their local community, e.g., “Camden.” That name was fed 
into the above Barometer items in place of “[name of respondent’s local community].”

9Introduction

Belonging Barometer
To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements?

(1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree) 

1.	 I feel emotionaly connected to [name of respondent’s local community].

2.	 People in [name of respondent’s local community] welcome and include me in activites.

3.	 I am unable to influence decision-making in [name of respondent’s local community].*

4.	 I feel unable to be my whole and authentic self with people in [name of respondent’s  

local community].*

5.	 People in [name of respondent’s local community] value me and my contributions.

6.	 My relationships with others in [name of respondent’s local community] are as satisfying as 
I want them to be.

7.	 I feel like an “insider” who understands how [name of respondent’s local  

community] works.

8.	 I am comfortable expressing my opinions in [name of respondent’s local community].

9.	 I am treated as “less than” other residents in [name of respondent’s local community].*

10.	 When interacting with people in [name of respondent’s local community], I feel like I  
truly belong.
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Data Collection

The findings in this report are drawn from a nationally representative sample of 4,905 respondents 
ages 18 and above. Data were collected in December 2021 by YouGov, which offered the 
survey to its panel of 5 million US respondents. YouGov employed a technique referred to as 
sample matching, a method of modeling a truly random sample of the population of interest, to 
produce the final dataset.43 The resulting matched dataset was then weighted to account for any 
differences between matched cases and the sample frame.

A description of the survey sample can be found in the Appendix. The margin of error for the full 
sample is +(-) 1.4%.

Analysis 

For this report, we created a composite measure of belonging for each respondent, in each life 
setting (a composite is a combination of the ten belonging items into a single score). We then 
broke the Barometer scores into three equal sections: 1-2.33 (Exclusion), 2.34-3.66 (Ambiguity), 
and 3.67-5 (Belonging).    

•	 Respondents whose score on the Belonging Barometer was in the lowest third (1-.2.33) are 
in the “Exclusion” category, because they predominantly “disagreed” that the 10 items of 
belonging existed in their life in that particular setting (1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree). 

•	 Respondents whose score was in the middle third (2.34 - 3.66) are in the “Ambiguity” 
category because they might have “disagreed” with some statements and “agreed” with 
others, or frequently selected “3,” meaning, “neither agree nor disagree.”  

•	 Respondents whose average score placed them in the top third (3.67 - 5) fall into the 
“Belonging” category because they predominantly “agreed” with the belonging statements 
(4=agree, 5=strongly agree).

Reporting 

In the “Life Settings” section, we use graphs to visualize belonging scores according to statistically 
significant demographic (e.g., gender, race, sexual orientation) and lifestyle factors (e.g., level 
of stress or having children). Readers will note that some factors are typically included (like 
gender), while others are not (like education or immigration status). This is because we first 
employed regressions to identify which demographic and lifestyle factors are associated with 
belonging (per a given life setting) when all others were held constant.* Only if a factor remained 

10Introduction

*For this analysis and preliminary report we used very basic controls. It is our hope that scholars with thematic expertise will further examine these data, controlling for factors 
known to be theoretically supported in their field.

Belonging
3.67-5

Ambiguity
2.34-3.66

Exclusion
1-2.33
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statistically significant is it included within the narrative report. However, the Appendix includes 
graphs depicting belonging as it relates to all the major demographic and lifestyle factors, e.g., 
race, gender, generation, sexual orientation, religion, immigration category, and socioeconomic 
status—even if they are not statistically significant in a multivariate regression.

A Note to the Reader

•	 Differentiating between correlation and causation. Throughout this report we often 
talk about associations between belonging and other factors. Please note that any 
relationships identified between belonging and any other factor in this report are 
correlational, meaning that they change together (if one increases, the other increases; 
or, if one increases, the other decreases). But correlation is not causation: An association 
between belonging and another factor—for example, trust—does not necessarily mean 
that belonging causes trust, or vice versa. Establishing causal linkages between belonging 
and outcomes identified in this report will require further research, and, specifically, 
controlled experiments.  

•	 Referring to Americans. Since we derived findings in this report from a nationally 
representative sample, we sometimes refer to “Americans” rather than “respondents.” For 
the purposes of this report “Americans” is intended to refer to anyone 18 or above who 
currently resides in the United States (this was the eligibility criteria for our study). 2.9% of 
respondents in this study are immigrant non-citizens—they are included in our reference 
to Americans.  

•	 Defining “statistical significance.” Throughout this report, we only report on findings 
that are statistically significant, meaning the relationships we are reporting are caused by 
something other than chance. This is the case when the p-value for the relationship we are 
reporting is less than the commonly used alpha of .05. 

11Introduction

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f7f37da8b822f58a5a8edcc/t/63eb9c3963f3c063df558408/1676386347045/BelongingDataAppendix
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The Power of Belonging in the US Today 

This report includes many noteworthy findings but perhaps the most urgent is this: Belonging 
is associated with thriving in the most important spheres of our lives, and conversely, non-
belonging is associated with a vast array of social and physical ills facing Americans.* Although 
we demonstrate this with selected outcomes below, readers should note that what we report here 
is not an exhaustive account of the associations we found. Future reports will delve deeper into the 
relationships between belonging and democracy, health, and intergroup relations.

The graphs we use throughout this section depict belonging outcomes that represent two 
extremes. Specifically—with the exception of the graphs in the “Health & Wellbeing” section 
(see explanation below)—they contrast predicted outcomes for respondents who scored 1 out 
of 5 on all Barometer items in a life setting (“Strongest Exclusion”) with predicted outcomes 
for respondents who scored 5 out of 5 (“Strongest Belonging”). Of course, the vast majority of 
Americans fall somewhere between these two extremes (readers can access the prevalence of 
various scores on p. 24). For this reason, the endnotes accompanying each graph include output 
from a multivariate regression, enabling readers to better understand the role of belonging when a 
full set of belonging scores is included and when the model also controls for other factors (such as 
demographics, etc.).  

Health & Wellbeing

Previous research has shown that people with a robust sense of social connection have stronger 
immune systems44 and are less susceptible to disease.45 They heal faster from injuries,46 live 
longer,47 and report up to 70% less cognitive decline and dementia.48 They are also said to 
experience higher levels of motivation49 and more happiness.50 We wanted to see if the Belonging 
Barometer’s more multifaceted measure—which includes items related to psychological safety 
and co-creation—would have similar results, or perhaps even add explanatory value. And it did. 

For our health-related questions, we compared outcomes for those scoring “1” on the Barometer 
(“Strongest Exclusion”) across all life settings to those scoring “5” (“Strongest Belonging”) on even 
one life setting. Strongest exclusion scores are associated with the more frequent experience of 
physical and emotional pain,51 and extreme levels52 of stress and loneliness.53

*In this study, scoring less than 3.67 out of 5 on the Barometer refers to non-belonging, which is experiencing belonging ambiguity, exclusion, or unbelonging. 
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Health & Wellbeing, cont’d. 

Strongest Belonging

Strongest Belonging

Strongest Belonging

Strongest Exclusion 

Strongest Exclusion 

Strongest Exclusion 
1

2

3

4

5

2.1

4.5

Stress
Composite. The first two items are reverse 
scored. 
In the last month, how often have you felt...
•	 Confident about your ability to handle 

your personal problems?
•	 That things were going your way?
•	 Difficulties were piling up so high that 

you could not overcome them?

Very Often

Fairly Often

Sometimes

Not Often

Very Often

Fairly Often

Sometimes

Not Often

Never

Never 1

2

3

4

5

1.9

5.0

Loneliness
This is a composite variable made up of the  
three items in the survey question. 
How often do you feel...
•	 That you lack companionship?
•	 Left out?
•	 Isolated from others?

1

2

3

4

5

2.0

3.3

Almost Daily 

Almost Weekly 

Several Times

Once or Twice 

Not at all

Pain
This is a composite variable made up of the 
three items in the survey question. 
During the past four weeks, how often...
•	 Have you accomplished less than  

you would like as a result of any 
physical problems?

•	 Have you accomplished less that you 
would like as a result of any emotional 
problems, such as feeling depressed  
or anxious?

•	 Did you need to take medication to 
relieve the pain?
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Conversely, scoring “5” on the Barometer (“Strongest Belonging”) in even one life setting is 
associated with significantly better self-reported general health and life satisfaction scores.55 This 
latter finding is compatible with experimental research demonstrating the positive (causal) effects 
of a college belonging intervention on subsequent life satisfaction.56

Overall, these findings corroborate what the scientific community has learned about the positive 
health impacts of belonging and its adjacent concepts from the scientific literature. Additionally, 
because it includes aspects of belonging beyond social connection, the Belonging Barometer 
has the potential to add to the conversation. We note that the health outcomes associated with 
the Belonging Barometer continued to be statistically significant even when we controlled for 
loneliness.57 In sum, the Barometer makes a unique contribution to our understanding of the 
interconnections between belonging and health.
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Subjective Health
In general, would you say your health is... [fair/good/very good]?

Life Satisfaction
In general, how satisfied would you say you are with your life as a whole?
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In the Workplace

Other research has shown that workplaces that have cultivated a healthy sense of belonging are 
likely to see more employee creativity,58 better job performance59 (even among CEOs),60 increased 
organizational loyalty61 and higher retention rates among workers,62 and fewer employee health 
complaints and missed days at work.63 

In our workplace data, strongest exclusion scores are associated with far less willingness to 
recommend their job to a friend or family member, compared to strongest belonging scores (e.g., 
“not at all likely” vs. “extremely likely”). See additional workplace findings on pp. 30-33, “Life 
Settings: Workplace.”

Likelihood of Recommending One’s Job
How likely are you to recommend your job to a friend or family member?

Strongest Belonging Strongest Exclusion 
0
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4
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10

95.3%

7.8%

Extremely Likely

Not at all Likely
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Satisfaction with One’s Local Community as a Place to Live 
Overall, how satisfied or dissatisfied are you with [name of respondent’s 

local community] as a place to live?

Strongest Belonging Strongest Exclusion 

Civic & Social Life

Other research has shown that societal belonging and trust are correlated with lower crime rates 
and stronger economic growth.64 Belonging has also been linked to more effective governance, 
and in a recent study, lack of belonging was a stronger predictor of distrust in the US federal 
government than race or age.65 In our data, strong belonging in one’s local community is 
associated with varied measures of social cohesion.

Satisfaction. Compared to strongest belonging scores (scoring “5” on local belonging), 
strongest exclusion scores (scoring “1” on local belonging) are associated with less satisfaction 
with one’s local community.66

Trust. Strongest exclusion scores (scoring “1” on local belonging) are associated 
with rarely trusting one’s neighbors,67 other local residents,68 or local and national 
government,69 while strongest belonging scores (scoring “5” on local belonging) are 
associated with often trusting these groups. 

1

2

3

4

5

Other
Americans

Local
Government

Local
Residents

Neighbors

4.5 4.6

2.1

1.7 1.8

2.0

4.1

3.7

Trust
How much of the time do you think you can trust your [neighbors /  

local residents / local government / other Americans] to do what is in the 
best interest of families like yours?

Always

Often

Sometimes

Rarely

Never

Very Satisfied

Fairly Satisfied

Neither Satisfied  
Nor Dissatisfied

Fairly Dissatisfied

Very Dissatisfied 1

2

3

4

5

5.0

1.9

Strongest Belonging

Strongest Exclusion
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Civic Engagement. Strongest exclusion scores (scoring “1” on local belonging) are 
associated with engaging in less than one civic commitment (on average, through 
schools, social clubs, religious institutions, political and activist groups, neighborhood 
organizations, etc. while strongest belonging scores (scoring “5” on local belonging) are 
associated with engaging in almost three civic commitments.70

Social Action. Compared to strongest belonging scores (scoring “1” on local belonging), 
strongest exclusion scores (scoring “5” on local belonging) are associated with less 
frequent engagement with local social actions—such as trying to set up a new service or 
program (or stop an existing one), volunteering for local services (e.g., childcare, youth 
services, parks, community centers), recruiting members to an organization or group, 
organizing community events, or participating in other local issues.71

A
ve

ra
ge

 #
 o

f C
iv

ic
 C

om
m

it
m

en
ts

Li
ke

lih
oo

d 
of

 In
vo

lv
em

en
t 

(E
st

im
at

ed
 M

ar
gi

na
l M

ea
ns

)

3.0

0.5

0

2

4

6

8

10

1

3

5

7

9

11

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

36%

11%

Civic Engagement
(Respondents were prompted by a list of 11 ways one might engage civically and their scores 
were summed.) During the past 12 months, have you been involved with any of these types of 

groups (either online or in person)?

Social Action 
In the last 12 months, have you been involved in the following social 

action activities?
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Personal Efficacy. Compared to strongest belonging scores (scoring “5” on local 
belonging), strongest exclusion scores (scoring “1” on local belonging) are associated  
with less confidence that residents’ involvement in their community can change the way  
it is run.72

Marginalization. Compared to strongest belonging scores (scoring “5” on local 
belonging), strongest exclusion scores (scoring “1” on local belonging) are more associated 
with feelings of local marginalization (e.g., feeling like a stranger in one’s local community 
and fearing that one or one’s family will be left behind due to technological and 
demographic change).73

Strongly Disagree 1

2

3

4

5

4.5

2.8

1

2

3

4

5

2.3

3.7

Belief That Residents Can Effect Local Change
“I feel that when local residents get involved in our community, they can change the way our 

community is run.”

Marginalization
This is a composite variable made up of three items. The last item is reverse scored.  

1. The demographic landscape in [name of local community] has changed so much 
already that I sometimes feel like a stranger here. 
2. When I think about the anticipated demographic changes in [name of local 
community], I worry that I or my family will be left behind.
3. When I think about the anticipated demographic changes in [name of local 
community] I feel excited for the new opportunities my family and I might have.

Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither Agree  
nor Disagree

Disagree

Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither Agree  
nor Disagree

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Strongest Belonging

Strongest Belonging

Strongest Exclusion 

Strongest Exclusion 
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Openness to Difference. Local communities thrive when residents interact with and 
understand the experiences of other residents across identities and differences. In our 
data, strongest exclusion scores (scoring “1” on local belonging) are associated with less 
interest in getting to know locals who are different from themselves, in comparison to 
strongest belonging scores (scoring “5” on local belonging).74

Openness to Local Demographic Change. Census projections show that by 2045, 
non-Hispanic white Americans will no longer be a majority in the national population, 
regardless of immigration policy predictions.75 In our data, strongest exclusion scores 
(scoring “1” on local belonging) are associated with—34% less inclination to get to know 
locals who are different from themselves, in comparison to strongest belonging scores 
(scoring “5” on local belonging).76  Today in the US, we see an uptick in inflammatory 
rhetoric and conspiracy theories that push a threat-based frame and attempt to stoke fear 
and anxiety about demographic change among white populations.77 Such narratives have 
fueled lone-actor shootings as well as coordinated acts of violence.78

We asked respondents about their openness to demographic change in their own 
community. In our data, as compared to strongest belonging scores (scoring “5” on local 
belonging), strongest exclusion scores (scoring “1” on local belonging) are associated 
with less likelihood of agreement that it would be a good thing for more people of diverse 
race, religion, or nationality to move to their neighborhood (50% vs. 32% for strongest 
belonging and strongest exclusion, respectively).79
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National Politics

Recent years have seen rising concerns around political violence80 and threats to democracy81 in 
the US. In our data, we explored the relationship between belonging and variables related 
to democracy.82
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Satisfaction with democracy and life in the US. As compared to strongest belonging 
scores (scoring “5” on national belonging), strongest exclusion scores (scoring “1” on 
national belonging) are associated with less satisfaction with the US as a place to live, and 
less satisfaction with US democracy.83
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Openness to Neighborhood Demographic Change
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here, it would benefit my neighborhood.”
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Summary

In closing, belonging is an essential element of thriving in some of the most important American 
life settings. Fortunately, other research shows that investments in belonging can be effective 
(see p. 55, “Belonging Resources”), and there are theoretical and empirical reasons to believe that 
when belonging increases in one life setting, it tends also to increase in other life settings (see 
“Belonging is Interconnected Across Life Settings” on p. 48). 

Support for non-democratic government. Compared to strongest belonging scores (scoring 
“5” on national belonging), strongest exclusion scores (scoring “1” on national belonging”) are 
associated with greater agreement that, in some cases, a non-democratic government can be 
preferable to a democratic one.84
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The State of Belonging in the US Today 

People do not experience belonging uniformly across all parts of their lives. A person may feel a 
strong sense of belonging in their family yet feel alienated in the workplace; one may feel excluded 
in the local community but experience deep belonging among their friends. There may even be 
places where we do not want to belong. 

As revealed in the results below, the state of belonging in the US today is a mixed bag. While there 

are areas of concern, there are causes for optimism as well.

Non-belonging is Pervasive 

Non-belonging (a cumulative term including people experiencing ambiguity and exclusion) is 
widespread throughout American life. In fact, a majority of Americans report non-belonging in the 
workplace (64%), the nation (68%), and their local community (74%). Even in the most intimate 
parts of life, the picture isn’t especially rosy: 44% of Americans report non-belonging among their 
friends, and 40% of Americans say they experience non-belonging in their families. Indeed, nearly 
20% of Americans—1 out of 5 people—report non-belonging across all five life settings. These 
results are difficult to fathom in part because of their unsettling implication: These deficiencies in 
belonging may have significant costs to individuals, institutions, and our society as a whole.

Levels of Belonging Across Life Settings in the US
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The table reveals that certain facets of belonging, on average, matter more to Americans 
than others across the different life settings. For instance, being valued for oneself and one’s 
contributions was the most important dimension for respondents when they rated their family, 
friend, and workplace belonging, while being welcomed and included was most important at the 
local and national levels. 

In the workplace, respondents found it more important to feel comfortable expressing their 
opinions than to feel emotionally connected (which may fit with research showing that 
psychological safety is a priority for creativity and effective problem solving in teams).86

Facets of Belonging are Prioritized Differently Across  
Life Settings 

Identifying which Barometer items have the strongest association with belonging in each setting—
and if or how this differs by target population—can be a useful tool for stakeholders seeking to 
understand their community, or to design and measure belonging interventions.  

We ran a factor analysis to see which Barometer items were the best indicators of belonging in 
each setting.85 Below, we show the three best indicators for each setting. 

Table 1. How belonging attributes are prioritized across life settings.

Family Friends Workplace
Local 

Community National

1.	 Valued for 
oneself and one’s 
contributions 

2.	 Welcomed and 
included 

3.	 Emotionally 
connected

1.	 Valued for 
oneself and one’s 
contributions 

2.	 Welcomed and 
included 

3.	 Emotionally 
connected

1.	 Valued for 
oneself and one’s 
contributions 

2.	 Welcomed and 
included 

3.	 Comfortable 
expressing my 
opinion

1.	 Welcomed and 
included 

2.	 Emotionally 
connected 

3.	 Valued for 
oneself and one’s 
contributions

1.	 Welcomed and 
included 

2.	 Emotionally 
connected 

3.	 Valued for 
oneself and one’s 
contributions
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Belonging Among Family & Friends

As described in the Introduction, our early attachments to a 
caregiver help to shape our future experiences with belonging.87 As 
we grow, research shows that children need at least one healthy 
attachment to thrive.88 That attachment can come from family,89 
friends, neighbors, teachers, coaches, etc.90 In keeping with this 
finding, since some Americans who lacked family belonging in our 
study reported belonging with friends (and vice versa), we created 
an “intimate belonging” score utilizing the highest of family OR friend 
belonging for each respondent. We used this score when examining 
relationships between belonging and outcomes in health, democracy, 
and intergroup relations.  

Despite news reports in recent years of how our most intimate 
networks have been impacted by the pandemic,91 or larger societal divisions,92  Americans  
reported their highest rates of belonging with family and friends (compared to this report’s other 

life settings).

What is the state of family & friend belonging in the US? 

When asked to rate their belonging to family, defined as “the adults and children with whom you 
are related by birth, marriage, or adoption and with whom you have a regular relationship,” almost 
3 out of 5 Americans, on average, report belonging. The findings are similar when Americans 
rate belonging to their “closest friends, those with whom you communicate regularly.”  However, 
although these numbers represent the strongest levels of belonging across all the life settings 
examined in this report, 2 out 5 Americans experience some level of non-belonging in what 
could be their most intimate relationships.

In our sample...

•	 Median family size: 7

•	 Median friend count: 3

•	 Almost 1 in 20 respondents 
reported not having family they 
could call upon, and 1 in 10 
reported having no friends.

•	 The average number of adverse 
childhood events (ACEs) 
recorded in our sample was 2.6, 
but nearly 1 in 3 respondents 
reported “high” scores of 4  
or more.
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What factors are associated with intimate belonging?

Strong intimate belonging is primarily associated with higher socioeconomic status, being older, 
having more family support,* and experiencing fewer adverse childhood events (like losing a 
parent; enduring food scarcity; or being emotionally, physically, or sexually abused).93 These 
correlations are especially strong in the case of family belonging, while friendship belonging 
follows a similar but less intense pattern. 

In a separate, online Appendix, we show how family and friend belonging play out for these 
and other demographic groups and lifestyle factors in America. While you will see statistically 
significant differences in belonging between demographic groups, these belonging gaps cease 
to be significant once we control for socioeconomic status. Socioeconomic disparities are often 
deeply intertwined with other systemic issues of marginalization in the US, such as previous 
policies of redlining and other features of systemic racism, which might suggest why race 
loses significance. This also suggests that systemic approaches will need to be prioritized when 
envisioning belonging interventions for the life settings of family and friendship. (For more on 

interventions, see pp. 51-53.)

One noteworthy difference between family and friend belonging is the following: In our sample, 
gender minority Americans (labeled gender non-binary in the charts) and other sexual orientation 
minorities (homosexual [gay], bi/pansexual, asexual, or queer) were more likely to report family 
non-belonging than Americans who identified as a woman, man, or heterosexual (straight). 
These data were accompanied by a sense of unbelonging—the feeling that one has lost a sense 
of belonging they once had—in the stories respondents shared in the qualitative portion of our 
survey. Here is one example:

I left the church and came out as Queer. My entire family outside of my siblings essentially 
shunned me and said I was a sinner who lost their way.

However, on average, respondents from gender and sexual minorities reported greater 
belonging in the friend setting compared to the family setting. This difference is consistent with 
other scholarly research, which also explores the reasons behind it.94 Interestingly, respondents 
from gender and sexual minorities in our data also reported stronger friendship belonging scores 
than individuals who identified as woman or man, or heterosexual (straight).

*“Family support” is a composite measure of three items: How many family members do you… communicate with at least once a month? / feel you can talk to about private 
matters? / feel close enough to call on for practical help? (Cronbach’s alpha = .87, 1 factor explains 70% of total variance.) 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f7f37da8b822f58a5a8edcc/t/63eb9c3963f3c063df558408/1676386347045/BelongingDataAppendix
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Family Belonging By Gender

Family Belonging By Sexual Orientation

Friend Belonging By Gender

Friend Belonging By Sexual Orientation
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A second noteworthy difference relates to diversity: Having diverse friendships is associated 
with greater feelings of belonging amongst friends. To measure the diversity of respondent 
friendships we asked six questions, all of which started with, “Using your best estimate, what 
number of your friends are from a different […] than you?” The ellipses represent six areas 
of difference: racial or ethnic group, religious orientation, political party, sexual orientation, 
socioeconomic status, or national origin. Below, we report on the differences in friendship 
belonging experienced by Americans with zero, one, or more than one friend across differences.

Specifically, Americans who have more than one diverse friendship report higher percentages 
of friendship belonging than Americans with one or zero diverse friendships (65% compared to 
56% and 32%, respectively). Americans with one or more than one diverse friends also report 
lower percentages of exclusion than Americans with zero diverse friends (3% and 3% vs. 15%, 
respectively).95 Related findings have recently been reported with regard to college students.96 We 
would encourage deeper exploration of this association and the mechanisms behind it. (For more 
on the interrelated nature of belonging and diversity, see “The Interdependence of Diversity & 
Belonging” on pp. 46-48.)

Is intimate belonging (i.e., family or friend belonging) associated more strongly 
with certain outcomes than belonging in other life settings? 

Intimate belonging has a stronger correlation than Barometer scores in other life settings when 
it comes to health. High scores of intimate belonging are more strongly associated with less 
stress,97 less loneliness,98 and less experience of emotional99 and physical pain,100 as well as 
higher life satisfaction and higher subjective general health.101 This association between intimate 
belonging and lower stress and pain holds even when we control for the effects of loneliness, 
suggesting that belonging itself rather than the mere absence of loneliness has a strong impact on 
these outcomes. The stronger correlation we observe between intimate belonging and outcomes 
across the board suggests that belonging—or its absence—in this foundational life setting is 
especially potent.

Friend Belonging by Number of Diverse Friends
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Interestingly, our results also suggest a positive association between friendship belonging and 
civic engagement, and a negative correlation between friendship belonging and feelings of 
marginalization (to a greater extent than family, local, or national belonging). When asked how 
much they agree or disagree with the statements, “The demographic landscape in America has 
changed so much already that I sometimes feel like a stranger in my own country,”102 and, “When 
I think about the rapid pace of change in America, I worry that I or my family will be left behind,” 
those who report friendship non-belonging are more likely to agree.103 They also report being less 
engaged in civic activism.104 

Belonging in the Workplace

People spend a great deal of time in the workplace, which makes it an important life setting in 
which to examine individual belonging.105 Indeed, prior research has linked aspects of workplace 
belonging to individual wellbeing, life satisfaction, and physical and  
mental health.106 

Additionally, understanding workplace belonging is crucial to US 
businesses.107 Studies show that groups of people with different 
life experiences and perspectives are better at problem solving 
than homogeneous groups,108 and that diverse teams perform 
better—helping bolster business success (e.g., bottom lines and 
competitiveness). But a team’s diverse perspectives are of no help 
if its members aren’t willing to share them (for instance, by voicing 
half-finished thoughts, challenging popular ideas, or asking questions 
out of left field).109 By cultivating a culture of belonging, employers 
can create an environment that fosters the sharing of diverse 
perspectives.110 

In prior studies, workplace belonging has been associated with increased employee engagement, 
retention, and loyalty,111 as well as fewer health complaints112 and days missed at work.113 But often, 
either the measures or populations used in these studies make them difficult to compare. We 
wanted to see whether the Belonging Barometer would reveal similar relationships between 
belonging and the workplace.

In our sample...

•	 80% are willing to recommend 
their job to family/friends

•	 26% have been at their job less 
than 1 year, 22% 2-3 years, 14% 
4-5 years, and 38% 6 or more 
years
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What is the state of workplace belonging in the US?

In our sample, which includes both blue- and white-collar American workers, 36% reported 
belonging, 50% reported ambiguity, and 14% reported exclusion. The average workplace belonging 
score was 3.3 out of 5, falling in the category of ambiguity. Strikingly, 64%, or almost 2 out of 3 
employees in the US today experience non-belonging (a cumulative measure of ambiguity and 
exclusion) at work. 

What factors are associated with workplace belonging?

Workplace belonging is associated with being older, socioeconomically better off, less stressed, 
having children, identifying as a woman or a man (vs. another gender), and identifying as 
heterosexual (straight) or homosexual (gay) vs. queer.114 While bar charts and additional details can 
be found in the Appendix, we include some of the differences here below. 

•	 Generation. Older generations experience significantly more belonging (Silent 61%, 
Boomer 38%, Gen X 28%, Millennial 27%, Gen Z 4%). In keeping with a sociological theory 
called the “gendered life course,”115 Boomer, Gen X, and Millennial males experience 
slightly more workplace belonging than their female counterparts. 

•	 Socioeconomic status. Individuals who perceive themselves as much better off are much 
more likely to report belonging compared to those who perceive themselves as much 
worse off (39% vs. 18%, respectively). Conversely, those who perceive themselves as much 
worse off are significantly more likely to report workplace exclusion (31% vs.  
9%, respectively). 

•	 Stress. Americans experiencing lower stress in their lives overall report much more 
workplace belonging than those experiencing more stress (50% vs. 15%, respectively); 
they also report significantly less exclusion than more stressed Americans (8% vs. 35%, 
respectively).116 

36%

50%

14%

Workplace Belonging

Belonging

Ambiguity

Exclusion

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f7f37da8b822f58a5a8edcc/t/63eb9c3963f3c063df558408/1676386347045/BelongingDataAppendix
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•	 Gender. Men and women report more workplace belonging (39% and 34%, respectively) 
than gender minority respondents (15%). Critically, nearly 41% of gender minority 
respondents report workplace exclusion, compared to men (13%) and women (14.5%).  

•	 Sexual orientation. Individuals identifying as queer report exclusion nearly twice as 
much as heterosexual (straight) and homosexual (gay) respondents (30% vs 13% and 17%, 
respectively), and report belonging less than half as much (14% vs. 38% and  
34%, respectively). 

•	 Parenthood. A higher percentage of parents report workplace belonging than do non-
parents (45% vs. 29%, respectively), and a lower percentage of parents than non-parents 
report exclusion (12% vs. 17%, respectively). These differences are largely driven by men: 
Men with kids are significantly more likely to report workplace belonging than women 
with kids (49% vs. 39%, respectively). 

While we detected variation in workplace belonging depending on a 
respondent’s race, religion, and immigration status, these differences 
were no longer statistically significant once we controlled for 
socioeconomic status. This does not suggest that these differences 
do not matter. Rather, it means that identity-based differences in 
workplace belonging are not a function of group-level attributes. If 
socioeconomic disparity is a systemic cause of non-belonging (again, 
tied to other systems of exclusion and marginalization), belonging 
interventions in the workplace will need to take their employees’ 
systemic experiences—including those experienced outside the 
workplace—into account when they design belonging interventions. 
(For more discussion on this, see “Conclusion” on pp. 49-54.) 

Why? Stressors resulting from systemic experiences are not easily put aside as one moves 
from one life setting to the next. Belonging interventions must therefore take a holistic view of 
employee wellbeing to provide equitable support for specific groups considering their unique 
stressors and circumstances.117 One example given in the recent CoQual report, “The Power of 
Belonging,” is that while the COVID-19 pandemic has influenced all employees, it has affected 
some groups more than others. In one survey, mothers were over four times as likely as fathers to 
be taking on the majority of childcare in the household (53% vs. 12%), and 21% of Asian women 
had changed their behavior outside of work to avoid racial harassment.118 Additionally, people of 
color (in particular, Black Americans) in the US experienced higher rates of COVID-19 infection 
and death compared to white Americans, and were disproportionately impacted by surges caused 
by new variants.119 By identifying the systemic challenges confronting employees, workplaces can 
begin to support them in ways that matter for belonging.

“Companies...must adjust 
to and empathize with the 
unique trauma populations 
face, and plan long term—
with an equity lens—for 
the different modes of 
support employee groups 
will need.”  
The Power of Belonging: What It 

Is and Why It Matters in Today’s 

Workplace, Coqual

https://coqual.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/CoqualPowerOfBelongingKeyFindings090720.pdf
https://coqual.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/CoqualPowerOfBelongingKeyFindings090720.pdf
https://coqual.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/CoqualPowerOfBelongingKeyFindings090720.pdf
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Is workplace belonging associated more strongly with certain outcomes than 
belonging in other life settings? 

It is. As shown on p. 16, workplace belonging is associated with greater willingness to recommend 
one’s job to a friend or family member.120 In our data, it is also associated with longer retention at 
an employee’s current job.121

Also congruent with prior research, workplace belonging in our survey is associated with greater 
life satisfaction,122 and better general and mental health.123 

Another noteworthy finding in our data is that US workplaces provide a unique opportunity 
for positive social contact with diverse others. In our sample, respondents were far more likely 
to know someone from a different race, political affiliation, sexual orientation, socioeconomic 
status, or national origin through work than as friends. At a time of increasing social segregation 
in the US,124 workplaces may have an opportunity to provide the type of effective intergroup social 
contact125 that can increase cross-group empathy and perspective taking.   

Comparing Workplaces to Personal Lives:
% US residents who have one or more relationships with someone from a different...
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Belonging in Our Local Communities

US towns, cities, suburbs, and rural areas are social and democratic 
laboratories: While at the forefront of global innovation and rapidly 
evolving social and economic dynamics,126 they represent the “third 
places”—locations other than home and work—in which Americans 
can most easily experience commonality across differences and 
feel empowered to affect change.127 It is in our local communities 
that Americans develop habits of association and practice civic 
participation (or not),128 which play a critical role in shaping Americans’ 
trust in government, institutions, and one another. In many ways, the 
idea of a flourishing democratic society is built upon them.129 (In our 
sample, local and national belonging scores were highly correlated.130)

Our society is also reliant upon social cohesion.131 Other studies have 
shown social cohesion to be associated with economic resilience132 
and increased participation and community engagement.133 
Community engagement, in turn, has been linked to more inclusive, 
representative governance134 and higher-performing public schools 
(even in communities with similar socioeconomic status).135 

Unfortunately, social engagement and belonging at the local 
level has been declining since the late 1960s,136 with more than 
50% of Americans today reporting a lack of connection to 
their neighborhood.137 Meanwhile, people today tend to live in 
environments where they are surrounded by people similar to 
themselves, a structural reality which leads to echo chambers, 
amplifying existing views and ideologies, suppressing social contact 
across socioeconomic, racial, or geographic lines, and discouraging 
understanding and dialogue across lines of difference.138 The last 
decade has also seen a downward trend in trust—in other residents, 
local government, and institutions.139 This is concerning, since distrust 
in institutions can disrupt adherence to social norms and previously 
shared values, potentially making society less predictable (which 
would reinforce a cycle of distrust).140

We sought to better understand how local-level belonging relates to 
various measures of social cohesion and attitudes towards democracy. 
To do this, we first asked respondents: “What is the name of the 
municipality where you live (e.g., your town, city, etc.)?” In all follow-
up questions—about satisfaction, trust, civic engagement, voting, 
desire to get to know other locals who were different from them, or 
agreement that greater diversity would benefit their community—the municipal name they wrote 
was inserted into the question stem.

In our sample…

•	 69% of respondents report 
feeling fairly or very satisfied 
with their neighborhood, and 
64% report feeling fairly or 
very satisfied with their local 
community.

•	 65% of respondents report 
being civically engaged in at 
least one activity.

•	 64% of respondents believe 
that when local citizens get 
involved they can change the 
way their community is run.

•	 71% of respondents reported 
voting in their last local 
election.

•	 40% and 43% of respondents 
believe that greater 
diversity would benefit 
their neighborhood or local 
community, respectively.

•	 60-68% of respondents were 
inclined to get to know locals 
across difference, depending 
on whether the identity 
difference centered on race, 
party, religion, socioeconomic 
status, sexual orientation, or 
national origin (see “Local 
Belonging,” Appendix).

Social cohesion is defined as the 
quality of interactions among 
members of a geographic community 
and measured as the strength of 
a community’s social relations, 
residents’ positive emotional 
connectedness to the community, 
and how strongly committed 
residents are to the common good.

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f7f37da8b822f58a5a8edcc/t/63eb9c3963f3c063df558408/1676386347045/BelongingDataAppendix


35The State of Belonging in the US Today

Belonging in Our Local Communities

26%

60%

14%

What is the state of local belonging in the US?

The average local belonging* score was 3.17 out of 5 (ambiguity), ranking as the lowest score 
of all life settings. Just over 1 in 4 Americans feel a sense of belonging in their local community 
(26%), while nearly 3 out of 4 Americans report non-belonging (74%, and of these, 60% report 

ambiguity and 14% report outright exclusion).    

What factors are associated with local belonging?

Local belonging is associated with factors such as higher socioeconomic status, higher levels of 
community engagement, not being treated as less than others in local settings,141 and lower stress 
levels.142 Also associated but to a lesser degree are being older, more educated, and identifying as 
a man or woman (vs. another gender). Specific findings related to these factors include: 

•	 Socioeconomic status. About half as many respondents who consider themselves “much 
worse off” or “worse off” than the average American experience local belonging compared 
to those who see themselves as “better off” and “much better off” (18% and 19% vs. 32% 
and 39%, respectively). Nearly three times as many experience exclusion (31% and 18% vs. 
10% and 9%, respectively). 

•	 Age. Of all the generations, Millennials and Gen Z experience the lowest rates of 
belonging (23% and 16%, respectively) and the highest rates of exclusion (16% and 18%, 
respectively) in their local communities. 

•	 Gender. Gender minority individuals experience substantially less belonging. Only 9% of 
individuals who identify as another gender report a sense of local belonging (as compared 
to 26% who identify as men and 26% who identify as women). Conversely, more than 1 in 
3 of respondents who identify as another gender report exclusion (compared to 14% and 
13% who identify as men or women, respectively). 

*For “local” belonging, we asked: “What is the name of the municipality where you live (e.g., your town, city, etc.)?” For every follow-up question, they saw the name of their 
municipality (e.g., Newton) and we used the full Barometer to assess local belonging. 

Belonging

Ambiguity

Exclusion
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•	 Education. As educational attainment increases, we see a slight increase in belonging and 
a decrease in exclusion.

While we detected correlations between local belonging and race, immigration status, and 
living in more urban vs. rural areas, these differences became statistically insignificant once 
we controlled for socioeconomic status. (For additional details on these factors and other 
demographic and lifestyle differences, “Appendix: Local Belonging.”) We are not suggesting that 
these differences do not matter—to the contrary, they warrant further investigation.143 The fact 
that identity-based differences fall away when socioeconomic status is included in the model 
means that they are not a function of inherent group attributes. Rather, local communities will 
want to identify differences in residents’ systemic and intersectional experiences and use them to 
inform their design of belonging interventions. (For more discussion on this, see “Conclusion” on 
pp. 49-54.)  

Is local belonging associated more strongly with certain outcomes than 
belonging in other life settings? 

In our survey, local belonging is most significantly associated with measures of social cohesion and 
intergroup dynamics, as described for specific outcomes below. 

Satisfaction with the community. As compared to strongest belonging scores (scoring “5” 
on local belonging), strongest exclusion scores (scoring “1” on local belonging) are associated 
with less satisfaction with one’s local community (5.0 vs. 1.9, respectively).144

Satisfaction with One’s Local Community As a Place to Live
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https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f7f37da8b822f58a5a8edcc/t/63eb9c3963f3c063df558408/1676386347045/BelongingDataAppendix
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Trust in neighbors, other residents, and local government. (As seen on pg. 17, “The Power 
of Belonging.”) Compared to strongest exclusion scores (scoring “1” on local belonging), 
strongest belonging scores (scoring “5” on local belonging) are associated with greater 
trust in one’s neighbors (4.5 vs. 2.1),145 other local residents (4.6 vs. 1.7),146 local government 
(4.1 vs. 1.8),147 and Americans generally (3.6 vs. 2.0).

Civic engagement. Strongest exclusion scores (scoring “1” on local belonging), are 
associated with engaging in less than one civic commitment (.5 engagements) while 
strongest belonging scores (scoring “5” on local belonging) are associated with engaging in 
three commitments.148

Trust in Neighbors, Other Residents, Local Government,  
and Other Americans

How much of the time do you think you can trust your [neighbors / local residents / local 
government / other Americans] to do what is in the best interest of families like yours?

Always

Often

Sometimes

Rarely

Never 1

2

3

4

5

Other
Americans

Local
Government

Local
Residents

Neighborhood

4.5 4.6

2.1

1.7 1.8

2.0

4.1

3.7

Strongest Belonging

Strongest Exclusion

Civic Engagement
(Respondents were prompted by a list of 11 ways one might engage civically and their scores 
were summed.) During the past 12 months, have you been involved with any of these types of 
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Belief that citizens can effect change. (As seen on pg. 19, “The Power of Belonging.”)  
Compared to strongest belonging scores (scoring “5” on local belonging), strongest exclusion 
scores (scoring “1” on local belonging) are associated with less agreement that residents’ 
involvement in their community can change the way it is run (2.8 vs. 4.5, respectively).

In addition, strong local belonging is associated with a desire to get to know locals who are 
different from oneself. Americans with strong belonging scores are ~31% more inclined than 
Americans with strong exclusion scores to get to know residents across categories of difference. 
This number falls to ~20% more with regard to race, demonstrating the particular challenge and 
importance of addressing racism in America.149

This is an especially important finding today. As referenced on p. 20, according to current census 
projections, by 2045, non-Hispanic white Americans will no longer be a majority of the national 
population.150 Compared to strongest exclusion scores (scoring “1” on local belonging), strongest 
belonging scores (scoring “5” on local belonging) are associated with a stronger desire to get to 
know residents across categories of difference (71% vs. 37%). We note that this ~34% gap falls to 
~20% with regard to race, demonstrating the particular challenge and importance of addressing 
racism in America.151 When we asked respondents about their openness to demographic change in 
their own community: 

Compared to strongest belonging scores (scoring “5” on local belonging), strongest exclusion 
scores (scoring “1” on local belonging) are associated with more feelings of marginalization, 
e.g., agreement that one “feels like a stranger in my own community” or “fears being left 
behind” due to demographic change (3.7 vs. 2.3, for exclusion and belonging, respectively).152

Belief That Citizens Can Effect Local Change
“I feel that when local residents get involved in our community,  

they can change the way our community is run.”
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We also asked respondents whether they feel treated as less than others when interacting 
with law enforcement or locally elected officials, voting, or shopping at local stores.154 
One in 2 Americans said they were treated as less than others when interacting with local 
law enforcement. On average, Americans who feel they are treated as “less than” in 
local interactions also tend to report more feelings of local marginalization (e.g., “feels 
like a stranger” and “fear being left behind.”)153 Two out of 5 felt this way about voting; 
almost 3 out of 5 felt this way with respect to interacting with local elected officials; and, 
more than 1 out of 3 felt this way with respect to shopping at local stores.

1

2

3

4

5

2.3

3.7

Feelings of Marginalization
This is a composite variable made up of the three items. The last item is reverse scored.  

1. The demographic landscape in [name of local community] has changed so much 
already that I sometimes feel like a stranger here. 
2. “When I think about the anticipated demographic changes in [name of local 
community], I worry that I or my family will be left behind.”
3. “When I think about the anticipated demographic changes in [name of local 
community] I feel excited for the new opportunities my family and I might have.”
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On average, local belonging is associated with more openness to diversity in one’s 
neighborhood (as seen on pg. 21, “The Power of Belonging”).155 Compared to strongest 
exclusion scores (scoring “1” on local belonging), strongest belonging scores (scoring 
“5” on local belonging) are associated with being more likely to agree that it would be 
a good thing for more people of diverse race, religion, or nationality to move to one’s 
neighborhood (50% vs. 32%, respectively).

Additionally, for non-Hispanic whites—the group currently receiving the most attention in 
research dealing with perceptions of demographic change—a sense of belonging appears 
to counteract anxieties around demographic change.156 On average, white residents who 
experience strong exclusion and live in an ethnically/racially diverse neighborhood report 
a greater fear of losing their place amidst demographic change, while whites with strong 
belonging who live in an ethnically/racially diverse neighborhood are less likely to fear 
demographic change.157

In sum, our research suggests that efforts to improve local belonging may have clear benefits for 
all local communities, and that they may be especially important for communities expecting to 
experience change and increased diversity in the foreseeable future.

Openness to Neighborhood Demographic Change  
“If more families from different races, cultures, countries or religions were to 

 move here, it would benefit my neighborhood.”
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Belonging in the Nation

As a range of thought leaders have noted, American democracy is at a 
dangerous inflection point.158 The age and strength of our democratic 
institutions may serve as a bulwark against authoritarianism, yet 
nearly every esteemed measure of international democracy shows US 
scores to be in democratic decline.159 Reasons for this are many and 
complex—e.g., leaders who flout democratic norms and foment “us 
vs. them” frames, as well as growing threats of political violence and 
election interference, the divisive effects of social media, and so on.160 

The political philosopher Hannah Arendt once warned that 
authoritarianism “bases itself on loneliness, on the experience of 
not belonging to the world at all, which is among the most radical 
and desperate experiences of man.”161 While most analyses of US 
democracy do not take belonging (or adjacent concepts such as 
loneliness or social connection) into account,162 scholars have linked 
non-belonging to both societal and institutional mistrust—with 
ramifications for democracy—and to extremism.163 These are not small 
stakes. Indeed, the number of hate groups in the US has doubled 
since 1999164 and domestic extremism is on the rise.165 Further, the US 
Department of Justice has identified social isolation as a risk factor 
associated with individuals becoming involved in both group-based 
and lone-actor terrorism in the US,166 and a global review of the root 
causes for violent extremism found that a host of psychological states 
related to non-belonging—such as isolation, loneliness, depression, 
low self-esteem, personal alienation, friendlessness, and feeling like a 
misfit—appeared to make a person more vulnerable  
to radicalization.167

It can also be useful to consider how Americans are making sense of 
this moment. Studies show that while Americans across partisan (and 
other) lines hold much in common when it comes to national identity168 

and salient political issues,169 they are often unaware of these 
similarities. Instead, many Americans worry that our nation will not 
hold a place for them, their family, or their way of life in the future.170 In 
tandem with this worry, in recent years Americans have lost trust—in 
each other (horizontal trust) and in their media platforms, politicians, 
and democratic institutions across the board (vertical trust).171 During 
this same period, conspiracy theories have fed into false mainstream 
claims, such as the “Stop the Steal” election denialism that ultimately 
laid the groundwork for the January 6th Capitol Insurrection.172 
Some surveys have also found an increase in public support for non-
democratic policies and political violence.173 

 Baseline Stats

•	 How much of the time can you 
trust other Americans to act in 
ways that are considerate of 
you and your family?  
Never/rarely = 25.1% 
Sometimes = 49.7% 
Often/always = 25.1%

•	 I feel that when average 
Americans get involved (voting, 
protest, advocacy, etc.), they 
can change the way our nation 
is run. 
Strongly disagree/disagree = 14.8% 
Neither agree nor disagree = 28.2% 
Agree/strongly agree = 56.9%

•	 The demographic landscape 
in America has changed so 
much already that I sometimes 
feel like a stranger in my own 
country. 
Strongly disagree/disagree = 37.1%  
Neither agree nor disagree =32.1% 
Agree/strongly agree = 30.8%

•	 When I think about the rapid 
pace of change in America, I 
worry that I or my family will be 
left behind. 
Strongly disagree/disagree = 33.9%  
Neither agree nor disagree = 34.7% 
Agree/strongly agree = 31.4%

•	 When I think about the rapid 
pace of change in America, 
I feel excited for the new 
opportunities I might have. 
Strongly disagree/disagree = 30.7%  
Neither agree nor disagree = 38.9% 
Agree/strongly agree = 30.4%

•	 It is a good thing for our nation 
to have a diverse population 
with people of different races, 
cultures, and religions. 
Strongly disagree/disagree = 8.5%  
Neither agree nor disagree = 25.3% 
Agree/strongly agree = 66.2%

•	 Overall, how satisfied are 
you with the way democracy 
currently works in the United 
States?* 
Very/fairly dissatisfied = 35.9% 
Neither satisfied nor  
dissatisfied = 16.4 
Very/fairly satisfied = 13.6% 

*33.1% weren’t asked
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Below, we report on the relationship between belonging and several variables related  
to democracy.

What is the state of US national belonging?

Though 32% of respondents report a sense of national belonging, 68% do not (56% fall in the 
range of ambiguity, and 12% report exclusion).

National Belonging

32%

56%

12%

What factors are associated with national belonging in the US?

On average, respondents experiencing a sense of national belonging tend to report being 
economically better off than the average American; being older; identifying as a woman or man 
(vs. another gender); identifying as heterosexual (straight); adhering to a faith tradition (vs. being 
agnostic or atheistic); and feeling that religion is “important” or “very important” in their lives.174 
Specific findings related to these factors include: 

•	 Socioeconomic Status. Though only about a third of Americans report a sense of national 
belonging, those who do are much more likely to see themselves as doing well compared 
to their neighbors. Belonging increases—and exclusion decreases—in tandem with 
increases in perceived socioeconomic status.175 

•	 Generation. National belonging is much higher for the Silent, Boomer, and Gen X 
generations than for Millennials and Gen Z (58%, 38%, and 34% vs. 23% and 18%, 
respectively). In contrast, exclusion is much higher for the younger generations (17% for 
both Gen Z and Millennials vs. 3% and 6% for the Silent and Boomer generations). 

•	 Gender. National belonging is much higher for women and men than it is for respondents 
identifying as another gender (not as a woman or man): 32% (women) and 33% (men) 
vs. 4% (another gender), respectively. Exclusion is much higher for those identifying as 
another gender than for women and men (45% vs. 10% and 12%, respectively).

Belonging

Ambiguity

Exclusion
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•	 Sexual Orientation. National belonging is highest for respondents identifying as 
heterosexual/straight (35%) and lowest for those identifying as queer (6%). Conversely, 
exclusion is highest for those identifying as queer (52%) and lowest for those identifying as 
heterosexual (straight) (10%). 

•	 Religion. Respondents identifying as atheist or agnostic report less belonging than those 
identifying as Protestant, Jewish, or Roman Catholic: 19% and 18% vs. 40%, 39%, and 43%, 
respectively. These groups also report higher exclusion: 22% (atheist) and 19% (agnostic) 
vs. 13% (Jewish), 8% (Protestant), and 7% (Roman Catholic). 

•	 Importance of Religion. Higher percentages of respondents who report that their religion 
is “very” or “somewhat” important to them experience national belonging in comparison to 
those who find religion “not too” or “not at all” important (42% and 34% vs. 20% and 29%, 
respectively). Conversely, those who find religion “not too” or “not at all” important report 
exclusion at higher rates (19% and 11%, respectively) than those who say that their religion 
is “very” or “somewhat” important to them (8% for both categories). 

Unlike the cases of intimate, workplace, and local belonging, several demographic differences 
remain significant for national belonging even when socioeconomic status is included as a factor 
in the model. Specifically:

•	 Race. Hispanic and white respondents report the highest percentages of national 
belonging (34% and 35%, respectively), while those identifying as multi-racial or selecting 
“other” report the highest percentages of exclusion (17% and 23%, respectively).  

•	 Partisan affiliation. Americans identifying as Republican report the highest percentage 
of national belonging (42%, vs. 28% for Democrats and 23% for Independents), while 
those identifying as Independent or Democrat report the highest exclusion (12% and 11%, 
respectively, vs. 6% for Republicans). 

•	 Immigration category. Naturalized and second-generation immigrants report the highest 
percentages of belonging (37% for both), while first-generation and  immigrant  
non-citizens report the highest percentages of exclusion (14% and 13%, respectively). 

•	 Urbanicity. Rural and suburban respondents reported the highest percentages of national 
belonging (35% and 34%, respectively) vs. 29% for respondents from big cities, 30% from 
small cities, and 31% from small towns. Respondents from small and big cities reported the 
highest levels of exclusion (13% and 12%, respectively).

We note that national belonging is the one life setting where group differences remained 
significant even when we controlled for socioeconomic status. We hope that future research 
will more deeply explore the reasons behind this. In the meantime, we encourage national 
stakeholders to spend time reflecting on the bar graphs and details associated with these group-
based differences in the Appendix. 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f7f37da8b822f58a5a8edcc/t/63eb9c3963f3c063df558408/1676386347045/BelongingDataAppendix
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Is national belonging associated more strongly with certain outcomes than 
belonging in other life settings?

National belonging is the life setting most associated with the following outcomes:

•	 Satisfaction and dissatisfaction. Compared to strongest exclusion scores, strongest 
belonging scores are associated with more satisfaction with the US as a place to live (5.0 
vs. 1.1 for strongest belonging and exclusion, respectively, on a 1-5 scale), and with the way 
US democracy works (3.4 vs. 1.0 for strongest belonging and exclusion, respectively, on a 
1-5 scale). (See graph on p. 21 in “The Power of Belonging in the US Today”). 

•	 Support for anti-democratic government. Compared to strongest exclusion scores, 
strongest belonging scores are associated with being less likely to say that a non-
democratic government can be preferable (10% vs. 33% for strongest belonging and 
exclusion, respectively). (See graph on p. 22, “The Power of Belonging in the US Today”). 

•	 Doubts about US democracy. Americans experiencing belonging are less likely to have 
doubts about the US’s democratic system of governance. Respondents were asked, “In 
your view, is our system of governance broken beyond repair?” with possible responses 
being: “No,” “I don’t know,” or “Yes.” Those reporting national belonging had fewer “Yes” 
responses than “No” responses (“18% vs. 42%), whereas Americans reporting exclusion 
had fewer “No” responses than “Yes” responses (“6% vs. 25%). 

Doubts About US Democracy
“In your view, is our system of governance broken beyond repair?”
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The Interdependence of Diversity & Belonging

Diversity can benefit friendships, families, schools, houses of worship, 
communities, businesses, and countries. As mentioned earlier, 
because diverse groups bring novel perspectives to the table, they 
often experience enhanced creativity and more effective problem 
solving. As a consequence, communities where diverse residents live 
alongside one another enjoy better outcomes in health, education, 
and income (on average) compared to segregated communities.176 
Additionally, companies that have a diverse workforce significantly 
outperform companies that do not.177

But the picture isn’t quite as simple as that. The same studies that 
point to the beneficial effects of diversity also find that it can come with significant costs “due to 
difficulty in communication, difference in preferences, and conflict between polarized groups,” 
to quote the authors of one such study.178 In other words, diversity without belonging is at best 
ineffective and at worst counterproductive.

If diversity without belonging can backfire, belonging without diversity is similarly suboptimal. 
In genetics, diversity increases a species or population’s ability to adapt and survive.179 In 
communities, as described above, belonging without diversity means poorer outcomes in 
community health, education, income and weaker workplace performance. Why? Groups 
characterized by belonging but lacking diversity risk growing insular in their thinking: Studies 
show that they focus less on facts180 and process facts less carefully.181 Further, without having 
dissenting voices to make them aware of biases in their decision making, homogeneous groups are 
less likely to think outside of their comfort zone, which also makes them less innovative.182 Lastly, 
when belonging is limited to homogeneous groups it is often accompanied by othering, becoming 
a source of division vis-a-vis larger society.

Only by pairing belonging with diversity can we spark new configurations of ideas, solutions, 
and stories. Together, belonging and diversity are creative, generative, and transformative. 
One supports the other in a virtuous cycle.

Findings from across life settings in this report underscore ways in which belonging and diversity 
are interdependent, as highlighted below. 

Friendship

•	 Diverse friendships are associated with higher friendship belonging. Americans who 
have more than one diverse friendship report higher percentages of friendship belonging 
than Americans with one or zero diverse friendships (65%, 56%, and 32%, respectively). 

When we refer to diversity in this 
report, we mean the range of 
human differences, including but 
not limited to race, ethnicity, gender, 
gender identity, sexual orientation, 
age, social class, physical ability or 
attributes, religious or ethical values 
system, national origin, and  
political beliefs.
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•	 Friendship belonging is associated with fewer feelings of national marginalization. 
Americans who report friendship belonging (as opposed to belonging in any other life 
setting) are significantly less likely to report feeling marginalized (“like a stranger in 
my own country” and “worry that I or my family will be left behind”) due to national 
demographic change.

Workplace

•	 Workplaces offer an opportunity for positive social contact across differences, which 
could have positive ripple effects in interpersonal and community life. Americans are 
significantly more likely to hold one or more workplace relationships across differences 
(e.g., race/ethnicity, religion, partisanship, sexuality, socioeconomic status, and national 
origin) than they are to have one or more diverse friendships outside the workplace.

Local Community

•	 Local belonging is associated with wanting to get to know people different from 
oneself. Compared to strongest exclusion scores, strongest belonging scores are 
associated with a greater inclination to get to know people of a different socioeconomic 
status, national origin, religion, or political affiliation (37% vs. 71% for strongest exclusion 
and belonging, respectively, a 34% gap). While this pattern holds with respect to getting 
to know locals from a different race or ethnicity, the gap falls to 20%, demonstrating the 
particular challenge and importance of addressing racism in America.183

•	 A sense of community belonging, as well as resident interactions characterized by 
dignity and equality, are associated with less anxiety about the future. Local non-
belonging, and separately, feeling treated as “less than” in local interactions (such as 
interactions with law enforcement or local officials, or while voting or shopping at local 
stores) are associated with “feeling like a stranger in my own community” and “worry that I 
or my family will be left behind” due to demographic change.184 

•	 Local belonging is associated with thinking that increased diversity in one’s 
neighborhood would be a good thing. When asked whether increased diversity in their 
neighborhood would be a good thing or not, strong local belonging scores indicated 
residents who were considerably more likely to agree.185

Generally

•	 Belonging in any life setting is related to reduced anxiety about one’s “fit” and future in 
their community. In our dataset, belonging in any life setting—at home, with friends, at 
work, in one’s neighborhood or local community, or even in the nation—is associated with 
a decrease in “feeling like a stranger in my own community” and “worrying that I or my 
family will be left behind” due to demographic change.
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Belonging is Interconnected Across Life Settings 

In our dataset, higher belonging in one life setting correlates with higher belonging in other life 
settings.186 This suggests the possibility that increases in belonging within any of the life settings 
might reverberate into other life settings, with far-reaching effects. However, correlation is not 
causation—it may also be the case that correlations between life settings are a result of individual 
differences (e.g., that individuals with strong interpersonal connection skills report more belonging 
in one setting and are also more likely to report belonging in another).187 While this study cannot 
establish causal links, further investigation can help to determine if belonging—or lack thereof—
might have a causal influence across settings, and, if so, with what limitations or constraints.

For better or worse, belonging and its relationships with outcomes across life settings are deeply 
interconnected. An example of “for better” is the finding that friendship belonging is associated 
with greater civic engagement and activism, suggesting that the connection, safety, and agency 
one feels with friends may spill over towards greater connection and engagement at the local 
and national levels. This may mean that investments in targeted and localized initiatives bent on 
building friendship capacity—such as socioemotional learning in schools, youth sports, or arts 
organizations—could contribute to civic and democratic gains (all the better if these are diverse 
friendships, see p. 29). 

An example of “for worse” might include the finding that respondents who report being treated 
poorly by local officials are more likely to report non-belonging across all life settings, not only in 
their local community but also nationally, in the workplace, and even among friends and family.188 
Thus, indignities experienced at the local level may undermine feelings of belonging in settings we 
would not have thought related. This could mean that investments in belonging at the local level—
such as building up civic infrastructure to foster inclusive social contact and pluralistic practice, 
designing programs to support healthy intergroup contact, and bolstering efforts to address 
discrimination—may have potential to reverberate well beyond local belonging. 

For stakeholders who wish to invest in belonging, this is an important takeaway: Leaders, 
policymakers, and funders who are committed to building more vibrant, inclusive, and pluralistic 
spaces in America have a chance to influence belonging and wellbeing in life settings beyond their 
immediate focus.
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Summary 

The need to belong is fundamental to the human experience and notoriously difficult to measure. 
The term is used interchangeably with adjacent concepts such as social connection and loneliness, 
but belonging extends beyond social relationships. It is “a general inference about the ‘quality of 
fit’ (or “potential fit”) between ourselves and the cues, events, experiences, and relationships in a 
life setting.”189 Environments where we don’t “fit” hinder our goals, of whatever nature they may 
be, and can lead to negative outcomes. A desire to better understand this is one of the reasons 
why we created the Belonging Barometer. 

In lieu of a commonly accepted definition or measure for belonging, we created the Belonging 
Barometer and sought to draw richer insights about its role in American life. The 10-item 
Barometer captures nuanced facets of belonging, including items that reflect popular themes of 
social connection, psychological safety, and co-creation. 

In our nationally representative survey, the Belonging Barometer is associated with critical 
outcomes in the US. Americans who experience belonging are healthier and less stressed. They 
are more satisfied at work and in their local communities, experience increased trust in each other 
and in our systems of governance, and are more engaged citizens. Perhaps most importantly, 
during this unsettled time, they are open to meeting people who are different from themselves, 
are ready to embrace change, and are supportive of US democracy. 

This study also suggests that diversity and belonging are interdependent, an insight that will 
grow increasingly important as the US becomes increasingly diverse. We all win when we strive 
to inculcate belonging in diverse workplaces or civic spaces. Conversely, we all lose when we 
don’t combine diversity with belonging. Change is always a challenge, but it does not have to be 
threatening—it appears that belonging may alleviate common anxieties.

Unfortunately, non-belonging is widespread throughout American life (non-belonging is a 
cumulative term including people who experience belonging ambiguity and exclusion). In fact, 
the majority of Americans report non-belonging in three life settings: the workplace (64%), the 
nation (68%), and their local community (74%). Perhaps more concerningly, 1 in 5 Americans report 
feeling non-belonging across each and every life setting measured here—meaning they do not feel 
a “fit” with their friends and family, workplace, local community, or the nation. 

Who is more or less likely to belong? Across the life settings, Americans are more likely to report 
belonging if they see themselves as better off or much better off economically than the average 
American; are older; identify as a woman or a man (vs. another gender); or identify as heterosexual 
(straight) or homosexual (gay) rather than bi/pansexual, asexual, or queer. Though these results 
may not be surprising, they are critically important. Our society transmits the parameters of 
belonging through cues, events, experiences, and relationships. These daily realities across 
American life settings appear to be imparting a message to these demographic groups, that, at 
least sometimes: “You don’t belong.”
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By demonstrating that lower levels of stress, more diversity in one’s social network, and greater 
community engagement are also associated with belonging, this study offers individuals 
actionable pathways for increasing their wellbeing. But unfortunately, not all factors associated 
with our sense of belonging are our choices to make. For instance, large percentages of Americans 
feel they are “treated as less than others” in their daily lives, and this experience is associated 
with non-belonging across all life settings—not only in local community but also nationally, in 
the workplace, and even among friends and family.190 While systemic racism or other forms of 
marginalization likely play some role in this phenomenon, the Americans who report being treated 
as “less than” tend to be younger, be first-generation or non-citizen immigrants, identify as non-
Hispanic white, and identify as a gender minority. This suggests a broad social breakdown in 
civic norms and behavior, or at least the experience of such among a wide set of groups, and also 
presents an opportunity for local communities to inquire about dignity in daily interactions as 
experienced by their own residents, and address any issues that are identified.

In some life settings belonging also correlates with race, religion, and immigration status, 
however—with the exception of national belonging—these differences become statistically 
insignificant once we control for socioeconomic status. This suggests that socioeconomic status, 
which is itself influenced by marginalizing systems (for instance, systems that prevent wealth 
accumulation, such as redlining, or that block opportunities, such as racism or xenophobia, etc.), 
explains variation in belonging better than the group identities themselves. Thus, belonging 
interventions—in families, workplaces, local communities, or at the national level—must be 
designed with an eye towards the systemic life experiences that influence an individual beyond 
the setting at hand.191

We close by highlighting one last finding from our survey: Higher belonging in one life setting 
correlates with higher belonging in other life settings.192 It is therefore possible that investments 
in one life setting or sector could hold benefits for others. In our view, this presents further 
opportunity for common cause among policymakers, practitioners, researchers, leaders,  
and funders.

To Build Belonging

Our hope is that this work will support organizations and individuals working in communities, 
government, philanthropy, business, and health, among others, to take note of the importance of 
belonging, take action to foster it in the spaces they lead, and take time to do so thoughtfully and 
with intention.

Efforts to increase belonging, sometimes referred to as belonging interventions, can and do 
work. For instance, by addressing a student by their first name in a letter being sent to the home, 
a school principal increased a sense of connection among socially excluded adolescents.193 In 
another study, by making first-year Black college students aware that all students experience 
feelings of nonbelonging in the transition to college (making it less likely that they would attribute 
their own feelings to racial identity—drawing on stereotypes that Black students are less smart 
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or capable), college administrators were able to reduce the racial achievement gap by 50% and 
increase these students’ confidence in their belonging.194 And, in a separate study, by replacing 
objects that evoked masculine stereotypes of computer science with neutral objects, a computer 
science department increased women’s interest and anticipated belonging in the field (while also 
not reducing belonging among men).195 In “The Many Questions of Belonging,” Greg Walton and 
Shannon Brady offer a summary of useful, evidence-based approaches for creating belonging.196

We hope that organizations, workplaces, and communities will invest in belonging by being 
intentional in how they structure their groups and teams, how they create connections, and how 
they design their spaces. That said, stakeholders who wish to do this work should also proceed 
with care, taking into consideration that belonging interventions can be ineffective, or even 
backfire. Consider, for instance, the potential impact of a common, well-intended statement 
such as, “I want you to belong,” or the request that students repeat a mantra like “I belong” to 
themselves. These strategies can inadvertently imply that most other people in that setting feel 
they belong, highlighting a person’s felt lack of belonging, and offering little hope for  
their future.197

Efforts to increase belonging can fail when they target the wrong belonging-related psychological 
process for a specific group.198 Recall that belonging involves a perceived “fit” between the self 
and a context. Walton and Brady argue that, to draw inferences about their belonging in any given 
context, people ask six key questions, even if implicitly; the way that one answers these questions 
informs their behavior in that setting, often making their expectations come true.199 The questions 
are: Does anyone here notice me? Are there people here that I connect to? Do people here value 
(people like) me? Is this a setting in which I want to belong? Could I be more than a stereotype 
here? Are people like me compatible with this setting or behavior? Of course, the same situation 
might yield different answers to the six questions for different people, as everyone is informed 
by their own experiences, group identities, and more. The goal of psychology-based belonging 
interventions is to vary cues in the environment in ways that help all people answer the six 
questions affirmatively, regardless of where they are coming from. 

Knowing how to do this is not always easy, or obvious, but when an intervention targets the wrong 
belonging-related psychological process (for a given community, or sub-population), it will likely 
be ineffective. It is therefore important to understand when and for whom the different questions 
of belonging arise within a given context—and this often requires baseline research. For example, 
having “swag” sent to new college students to promote affiliation increased belonging among 
white students but not Black students,200 perhaps because minority students—who faced the 
possibility of group-based devaluation—were less concerned with affiliation and more concerned 
with being respected and valued.201

Belonging interventions may also be ineffective when exercises seem inauthentic or coercive, or 
when people fail to connect an exercise to their broader personal experience.  

Belonging is about the symbolic meanings people draw from experiences,202 but that doesn’t 
mean that concrete resources and realities don’t matter—to the contrary, people draw symbolic 
meaning from pictures on a wall, the diversity modeled in leadership, and the systemic privileges 
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or barriers placed before them. If we do everything we can to increase belonging for a particular 
individual or group, but then they cannot take advantage of that new, secure sense of belonging 
to pursue their goals due to resource or structural barriers, it will fail. For that reason, for some 
populations, efforts to increase belonging will need to address systemic barriers alongside 
programmatic and psychological ones.

We hope that a better understanding of belonging and its stakes leads to efforts to increase 
belonging across sectors and settings, and that some of the ideas referenced here and in the 
Belonging Resources page are a helpful foundation. Additionally, given the importance of 
thoughtful design and the fact that efforts to increase belonging will be delivered in complex 
social contexts, we think it critical—for individual stakeholders and for the belonging field as a 
whole that we hope will emerge—to commit to a robust evaluation of belonging intervention 
outcomes and a mechanism for the sharing of best practices. 

Using the Belonging Barometer

To that end, the Belonging Barometer offers a start in the following ways:

•	 Provides baseline assessments. The Barometer can draw insights about belonging and 
its relationship to outcomes of interest throughout a community or among particular 
groups of people in that community. Assessments such as this can contribute to overall 
understanding of a context; they can also identify differences between groups within that 
community and areas where work is needed. 

•	 Informs the design of programs, interventions, and communications. Analyses such 
as those within this report can determine which belonging themes are most important 
to the population, enabling the identification of themes that might be prioritized in 
programming. Belonging scores can also be analyzed by sub-themes—e.g., social 
connection, psychological safety, and co-creation—to determine which domain 
community members (or sub-groups within the community) are feeling strongest in, or 
which areas could be targets for growth. 

•	 Enables longitudinal tracking over time. The Barometer can be adapted to measure 
levels of belonging over time. For example, institutions might want to incorporate 
longitudinal tracking of belonging (among workers, students, residents, citizens, etc.), or 
track changes pre- and post-intervention. By surveying belonging in more than one setting 
over time, larger collaborations could see whether an improvement in belonging at a 
localized setting (e.g., family services, youth sports teams, or via a YMCA) translates into 
an improvement in belonging at the community level (a town).

Conclusion
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Who Might Use the Belonging Barometer?

A few examples include: 

•	 Schools and universities looking to devise support services, report on student wellbeing, 

or demonstrate programmatic or interventional impacts over time.  

•	 Workplaces wishing to track belonging within teams or across the workforce over time, 

identify areas of focus for improving belonging, or derive evidence-based insights to 

inform new programs or interventions. 

•	 Funders who desire nuanced relational feedback from their grantees, or who wish 

to support their grantees with resources that can help them: a) assess their own 

relationship to program participants and communities, or b) demonstrate programmatic or 

intervention impacts.   

•	 Community centers and programs who wish to make belonging a theme in their 

operations, seek impact measures, or are looking for evidence-based ways to target and 

improve their programming. 

•	 Mayors and town managers who wish to appeal to prospective residents, or desire 

baseline or longitudinal feedback from the community about what is working or how 

things might be improved. 

•	 National think-tanks or governmental departments that wish to track citizen wellbeing 

(as a whole or across sub-populations), examine relationships between belonging and 

other outcomes, or better understand the impact of national events on belonging overall 

(or across regions, sub-populations, etc.). 

•	 Civil society organizations focused on democracy who wish to further explore the 

relationship between democracy and belonging and explore or experiment with  

related programming.  

•	 Hospitals, health institutions, and public health institutions seeking to identify how 

patients, participants, and communities feel in relation to their physical spaces and 

programs, and to evaluate potential belonging interventions and their impact on health.

Conclusion
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Belonging Resources
We hope readers find the following list of books, articles, podcasts, websites, videos, and real-
world examples useful, though it is far from exhaustive. We also encourage readers to visit 
the Othering and Belonging Institute’s Resource Page; it provides a regularly updated array of 
belonging resources—including toolkits, case studies, the Inclusiveness database, and academic 
articles and blog essays—in one place. 

To Explore Belonging Generally

Agrawal, Radha. (2018). Belong: Find Your People, Create Community, and Live a More Connected 
Life. New York: Workman Publishing. 

Baumeister, R. F., & Leary, M. R. (1995). The Need to Belong: Desire for Interpersonal Attachments 
as a Fundamental Human Motivation. Psychological Bulletin, 117(3), 497-529.  
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497

Birdsong, Mia. (2020). How We Show Up: Reclaiming Family, Friendship and Community. New York: 
Hachette Books.  

Brown, Brené. (2021).  Atlas of the Heart: Mapping Meaningful Connection and The Language of 
Human Experience. New York: Random House. 

Buettner, Dan. (2017). The Blue Zones of Happiness: Lessons from the World’s Happiest People. 
Washington, DC: National Geographic. 

Murthy, Vivek. (2020). Together: The Healing Power of Human Connection in a Sometimes Lonely 
World. New York: HarperCollins. 

Parker, Priya. (2018). The Art of Gathering: How We Meet and Why It Matters. New York: Riverhead 
Books. 

powell, j. a. (2019, April 8-10). Building belonging in a time of othering. Haas Othering and 
Belonging Institute. Othering & Belonging Conference, Oakland, CA, United States. https://
belonging. berkeley. edu/video-building-belonging-time-othering-johnpowell

powell, j. a. (2019). Podcast: Targeted Universalism with john a. powell. Othering & Belonging 
Institute. May 8. Oakland, CA.

Selassie, Sebene. (2020). You Belong: A Call for Connection. New York: HarperCollins. 

ter Kuile, C., Thurston, A., Phillips, S., & Derrick Scott III. (2022). A Call to Connection: 
Rediscovering the Transformative Power of Relationships. Einhorn Collaborative.

https://belonging.berkeley.edu/resources
https://www.amazon.com/Belong-People-Create-Community-Connected/dp/1523502053
https://www.amazon.com/Belong-People-Create-Community-Connected/dp/1523502053
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497
https://www.amazon.com/How-We-Show-Community-Fractured/dp/1580058078/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1NCS5P0YHOB7X&keywords=How+We+Show+Up%3A+Reclaiming+Family%2C+Friendship+and+Community&qid=1671493157&s=books&sprefix=how+we+show+up+reclaiming+family%2C+friendship+and+community%2Cstripbooks%2C61&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.com/Atlas-Heart-Meaningful-Connection-Experience/dp/0399592555/ref=sr_1_1?crid=3EA0CSPV2M72P&keywords=atlas+of+the+heart+brene+brown&qid=1671494655&s=books&sprefix=atlas+of+the+heart%2Cstripbooks%2C85&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.com/Atlas-Heart-Meaningful-Connection-Experience/dp/0399592555/ref=sr_1_1?crid=3EA0CSPV2M72P&keywords=atlas+of+the+heart+brene+brown&qid=1671494655&s=books&sprefix=atlas+of+the+heart%2Cstripbooks%2C85&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.com/Blue-Zones-Happiness-Lessons-Happiest/dp/1426219636/ref=sr_1_1?crid=ZARRSBL63QM1&keywords=the+blue+zones+of+happiness&qid=1671493426&s=books&sprefix=the+blue+zones+of+ha%2Cstripbooks%2C82&sr=1-1
https://www.vivekmurthy.com/together-book
https://www.vivekmurthy.com/together-book
https://www.priyaparker.com/book-art-of-gathering
https://belonging.berkeley.edu/video-building-belonging-time-othering-john-powell
https://www.sebeneselassie.com/youbelong
https://einhorncollaborative.org/call-to-connection/
https://einhorncollaborative.org/call-to-connection/
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Taormina, R. & Gao, J. (2013). Maslow and the Motivation Hierarchy: Measuring Satisfaction of the 
Needs. The American Journal of Psychology, 126(2), 155–177. 
https://doi.org/10.5406/amerjpsyc.126.2.0155

Vellos, K. We Should Get Together: The Secret to Cultivating Better Friendships. San Francisco: 
Katherine Vellos. 

Walton, G. M. & Brady, S. T. (2017). The Many Questions of Belonging. In A. Elliot, C. Dweck, & D. 
Yeager (Eds.). Handbook of Competence and Motivation (2nd Edition): Theory and Application (pp. 
272-293), Guilford Press: New York.

Walton, G. M. & Crum, A. J. (Eds.) (2020). Handbook of Wise Interventions: How Social Psychology 
Can Help People Change. Guilford Press: New York.

Walton, G., Wilson, T., Ospina, J., & Guzman, C. (2019). “Wise Interventions: A Searchable 
Database of Psychologically ‘Wise’ Interventions to Help People Flourish.” 

For Business

Amabile, Teresa & Kramer, Steven. (2011). The Progress Principle: Using Small Wins to Ignite Joy, 
Engagement, and Creativity at Work. Boston: Harvard Business Review Press.

Baldoni, John. (2017, January 22). Fostering the Sense of Belonging Promotes Success. Forbes 
Magazine. https://www.forbes.com/sites/johnbaldoni/2017/01/22/fostering-the-sense-of-
belonging-promotes-success/?sh=27b83cbd10f2  

Binder, R., Poropat, M., & Berger, S. (2022). Why Belonging Matters Now More Than Ever: 
Fostering a Sense of Belonging Among Public Service Employees Makes All the Difference: A 
Guide. Accenture. www.accenture.com/research

Civic Alliance. Corporate Civic Playbook. 

Coqual (2022). The Power of Belonging: What It Is and Why It Matters in Today’s Workplace.

Creary, Stephanie (2019, March 26). Beyond Diversity: How Firms Are Cultivating a Sense of 
Belonging. Knowledge at Wharton.

Glassdoor Team. (2021). What is Diversity, Inclusion, and Belonging? Glassdoor for Employers.

Health Action Alliance, Civic Alliance, Ad Council, and Belonging Begins with Us campaign: 
Cultivating Belonging in the Workplace: An Employer Guide, Using Communication to Cultivate 
Belonging: Tips for Leaders and Managers, and Building a Culture of Belonging: Insights from 
Business Leaders (video, October 6).

https://scholarlypublishingcollective.org/uip/ajp/article-abstract/126/2/155/258006/Maslow-and-the-Motivation-Hierarchy-Measuring?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://www.amazon.com/Should-Get-Together-Cultivating-Friendships/dp/1734379707/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1L6JAPQZ6WHY6&keywords=We+Should+Get+Together%3A+The+Secret+to+Cultivating+Better+Friendships.&qid=1671494405&sprefix=we+should+get+together+the+secret+to+cultivating+better+friendships.+%2Caps%2C96&sr=8-1
http://gregorywalton-stanford.weebly.com/uploads/4/9/4/4/49448111/waltonbrady2017.pdf
https://www.guilford.com/books/Handbook-of-Wise-Interventions/Walton-Crum/9781462551002
https://www.guilford.com/books/Handbook-of-Wise-Interventions/Walton-Crum/9781462551002
https://www.wiseinterventions.org/
https://www.wiseinterventions.org/
https://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/item.aspx?num=40692
https://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/item.aspx?num=40692
https://www.forbes.com/sites/johnbaldoni/2017/01/22/fostering-the-sense-of-belonging-promotes-success/?sh=1861e70310f2
https://www.forbes.com/sites/johnbaldoni/2017/01/22/fostering-the-sense-of-belonging-promotes-success/?sh=27b83cbd10f2  
https://www.forbes.com/sites/johnbaldoni/2017/01/22/fostering-the-sense-of-belonging-promotes-success/?sh=27b83cbd10f2  
https://playbook.civicalliance.com/
https://coqual.org/reports/the-power-of-belonging/
https://knowledge.wharton.upenn.edu/article/belonging-at-work/
https://knowledge.wharton.upenn.edu/article/belonging-at-work/
https://www.glassdoor.com/employers/blog/what-is-diversity-inclusion-and-belonging/
https://uploads-ssl.webflow.com/6010e149d9130a63e7b78adb/633f00540531286ad1514020_CBWGuide_10.6%20.pdf
https://uploads-ssl.webflow.com/6010e149d9130a63e7b78adb/633f00540531286ad1514020_CBWGuide_10.6%20.pdf
https://uploads-ssl.webflow.com/6010e149d9130a63e7b78adb/633f00540531286ad1514020_CBWGuide_10.6%20.pdf
https://www.healthaction.org/ondemand
https://www.healthaction.org/ondemand
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Huppert, M. (2017, October 25). Employees Share What Gives Them a Sense of Belonging at Work. 
LinkedIn Talent Blog. 

Jacob, K., Unerman, S., Edwards, M. Belonging: The Key to Transforming and Maintaining 
Diversity, Inclusion and Equality at Work. London, UK: Bloomsbury Business. 

Ozenc, K. & Hagan, M. (2019). Rituals for Work: 50 Ways to Create Engagement, Shared Purpose, 
and a Culture that Can Adapt to Change. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley.

Shellenbarger, Sue. (2018, December 3). Why Perks No Longer Cut It for Workers. Wall Street 
Journal. https://www.wsj.com/articles/why-perks-no-longer-cut-it-for-workers-1543846157

Sprinks, David. (2021). The Business of Belonging: How to Make Community Your Competitive 
Advantage. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley.

Walton, G. and Murphy, M. (2015, September). 15 Hacks for Building Diversity in Tech. http://
gregorywalton-stanford.weebly.com/uploads/4/9/4/4/49448111/15_hacks_r1.1.pdf 

For Communities

Belong: The Cohesion and Integration Network. Belonging initiatives in the UK.

Belonging Begins with Us Campaign. Belonging Begins with Us is a partnership between the 
Ad Council and a coalition of partner organizations to create a more welcoming nation where 
everyone can belong. See also, the Community Toolkit.

Lopez, M. (2022). Bridging to Belonging Case Series. Othering and Belonging Institute. 

Menendian, S. et al. Haas Institute for a Fair & Inclusive Society. (2017). Inclusiveness Index: 
Measuring Global Inclusion and Marginality. Othering and Belonging Institute.

Turner, Edith. (2012). Communitas: The Anthropology of Collective Joy. New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan.

Wheatley, Margaret and Deborah Frieze. (2011). Walk Out Walk On: A Learning Journey into 
Communities Daring to Live the Future Now. San Francisco: Berrett–Koehler Publishers.

Wise, Susie (2022). Design for Belonging: How to Build Inclusion and Collaboration in Your 
Communities. California: Ten Speed Press.

For Schools & Educators 

Allen, K., Kern, M. L., Vella-Brodrick, D., Hattie, J., & Waters, L. (2018). What schools need to know 
about fostering school belonging: A meta-analysis. Educational Psychology Review, 30(1), 1-34. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-016-9389-8  

https://www.linkedin.com/business/talent/blog/talent-engagement/employees-share-what-gives-them-sense-of-belonging-at-work
https://books.google.com/books?id=HazkDwAAQBAJ&printsec=copyright#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=HazkDwAAQBAJ&printsec=copyright#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://www.amazon.com/Rituals-Work-Engagement-Bottom-Up-Innovation/dp/1119530784
https://www.amazon.com/Rituals-Work-Engagement-Bottom-Up-Innovation/dp/1119530784
https://www.wsj.com/articles/why-perks-no-longer-cut-it-for-workers-1543846157
https://www.amazon.com/Business-Belonging-Community-Competitive-Advantage/dp/1119766125?asin=1119766125&revisionId=&format=4&depth=1
https://www.amazon.com/Business-Belonging-Community-Competitive-Advantage/dp/1119766125?asin=1119766125&revisionId=&format=4&depth=1
http://gregorywalton-stanford.weebly.com/uploads/4/9/4/4/49448111/15_hacks_r1.1.pdf
https://www.belongnetwork.co.uk/
https://belongingbeginswithus.org/
https://adcouncil.app.box.com/s/nwnf4s9w41uzpedrh5k09knz91cn70on
https://www.amazon.com/Communitas-Anthropology-Collective-Contemporary-Religion/dp/0230339085
https://www.amazon.com/Walk-Out-Learning-Journey-Communities/dp/1605097314/ref=asc_df_1605097314/?tag=hyprod-20&linkCode=df0&hvadid=312106851030&hvpos=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=7890912311465540081&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=9002080&hvtargid=pla-487700859750&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/Walk-Out-Learning-Journey-Communities/dp/1605097314/ref=asc_df_1605097314/?tag=hyprod-20&linkCode=df0&hvadid=312106851030&hvpos=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=7890912311465540081&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=9002080&hvtargid=pla-487700859750&psc=1
https://www.designforbelonging.com/book
https://www.designforbelonging.com/book
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10648-016-9389-8
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Benson, Tracey, and Sarah Fiarman. (2020). Unconscious Bias in Schools: A Developmental 
Approach to Exploring Race and Racism. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education Press.

Brady, S. T., Cohen, G. L., Jarvis, S. N., & Walton, G. M. (2020). A Brief Social-Belonging 
Intervention in College Improves Adult Outcomes for Black Americans. Science Advances, 6, 
eaay3689.

Hammond, Zaretta. (2015). Culturally Responsive Teaching and the Brain: Promoting Authentic 
Engagement and Rigor Among Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Students. Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Corwin.

Making Caring Common. Relationship Mapping Strategy. Making sure that every student is known 
by at least one adult.

Walton, G. M., Okonofua, J. A., Remington, K. R., Hurst, D., Pinedo, A., Weitz, E., Ospina, J. P., 
Tate, H., & Eberhardt, J. L. (2021). Lifting the bar: A Relationship-orienting Intervention Reduces 
Recidivism Among Children Reentering School from Juvenile Detention, Psychological Science, 
32(1), 1747-1767. https://doi.org/10.1177/09567976211013801

For Kids

Carroll, Kevin. (2019). A Kids Book About Belonging. Portland, OR: A Kids Book About.

https://www.amazon.com/Unconscious-Bias-Schools-Developmental-Exploring/dp/1682533697
https://www.amazon.com/Unconscious-Bias-Schools-Developmental-Exploring/dp/1682533697
http://gregorywalton-stanford.weebly.com/uploads/4/9/4/4/49448111/bradycohenjarviswalton2020.pdf
http://gregorywalton-stanford.weebly.com/uploads/4/9/4/4/49448111/bradycohenjarviswalton2020.pdf
https://crtandthebrain.com/book/
https://crtandthebrain.com/book/
https://mcc.gse.harvard.edu/resources-for-educators/relationship-mapping-strategy
http://gregorywalton-stanford.weebly.com/uploads/4/9/4/4/49448111/waltonokonofuaetal_2021.pdf
http://gregorywalton-stanford.weebly.com/uploads/4/9/4/4/49448111/waltonokonofuaetal_2021.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/09567976211013801
https://akidsco.com/products/a-kids-book-about-belonging
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Methods

The Belonging Barometer Items per Life Setting 

Below, we list the question items for each life setting. Responses were given on a 1-5 scale 

(1=Strongly disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neither agree nor disagree, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly agree). All 

items were counterbalanced. Statements with an asterisk (*) represent negatively worded items, a 

method that enables us to confirm response/data quality—these were reverse-scored in analysis. 

Family Belonging

Think about how you feel when you are with your family. To what extent do you agree with the 

following statements? 

I feel emotionally connected to my family.

Family members welcome and include me in family activities.

I feel unable to influence decisions within my family.*

I feel unable to be my whole and authentic self with members of my family.*

Family members value me and my contributions.

My relationships with family members are as satisfying as I want them to be.

I feel like an “insider” who understands how my family works.

I am comfortable expressing my opinions within my family.

I feel like I am treated as “less than” other family members.*

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

Friend Belonging

Think about how you feel when you are with your closest friends. To what extent do you agree with 

the following statements?

I feel emotionally connected to my friends.

My friends welcome and include me in activities.

I feel unable to influence collective decisions within my friend-group.*

I feel unable to be my whole and authentic self with my friends.*

My friends value me and my contributions.

My relationships with my friends are as satisfying as I want them to be.

I feel like an “insider” who understands how my friend-group works.

I am comfortable expressing my opinions amongst my friends.

I feel like I am treated as “less than” other friends.*

When I’m with my closest friends, I feel like I truly belong.
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Workplace Belonging

Think about your relationship with your coworkers. To what extent do you agree with the following 

statements? 

I feel emotionally connected to my company or organization.

My co-workers welcome and include me in activities.

I feel unable to influence collective decisions at my company or organization.*

I feel unable to be my whole and authentic self with my coworkers.*

My co-workers value me and my contributions.

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

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

I am comfortable expressing my opinions with my co-workers.

I feel like I am treated as “less than” other employees at my workplace.*

When I’m with my co-workers, I feel like I truly belong.

Local Belonging

Think about your relationship to [name of respondent’s local community]. To what extent do you 

agree with the following statements? 

I feel emotionally connected to [name of respondent’s local community].

People in [name of respondent’s local community] welcome and include me in activities.

I feel unable to influence local decision-making in [name of respondent’s local community].*

I feel unable to be my whole and authentic self with people in [name of respondent’s 
local community].*

People in [name of respondent’s local community] value me and my contributions.

My relationships with others in [name of respondent’s local community] are as satisfying as I 
want them to be.

I feel like an “insider” who understands how [name of respondent’s local community] works.

I am comfortable expressing my opinions in [name of respondent’s local community].

I feel like I am treated as “less than” other residents in [name of respondent’s  
local community].*

When interacting with people in [name of respondent’s local community], I feel like I  
truly belong.

National Belonging

Think now about how you feel in America. To what extent do you agree with the following 

statements? 
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I feel emotionally connected to the United States.

I am welcomed and included in activities with other Americans.

I feel unable to influence decisions that affect me in America.*

I feel unable to be my whole and authentic self when interacting with other Americans.*

Americans value the contributions of people like me.

My relationships with other Americans are as satisfying as I want them to be.

I feel like an “insider” who understands how the country works.

I am comfortable expressing my opinions to the average American.

I feel like I am treated as “less than” others in this country.*

I feel like I truly belong in America.

Survey Design

All respondents answered questions about belonging, social cohesion in their local communities, 

and demographics. As part of the belonging component, each respondent wrote about a time 

when they experienced belonging OR lack of belonging within one of five life settings: family or 

friends, workplace, local community, or the nation. We welcome inquiries about our preliminary 

findings with these data—please contact Over Zero to learn more.

In addition to the core components of belonging, social cohesion, and demographics, respondents 

were randomly assigned to answer questions from two out of the following three topics: 

•	 Health: This included questions related to general health, chronic disease, mental illness, 
nutrition, drug and alcohol use, stress, loneliness, self-harm, insurance, having a primary 
care doctor, frequency of hospitalization, frequency of use of pain medication, physical 
and emotional pain barriers to accomplishing daily tasks, etc. 

•	 Democracy: This included questions related to satisfaction with life and democracy 
in the US, engagement in political news/events, view of Presidential role, support for 
democracy, national voting participation, trust in democratic institutions, government 
honesty, national pride, perceptions of the 2020 election, extent of worry about US 
democracy, and support for political violence.

•	 Intergroup Relations: This included questions related to intergroup threat perceptions, 
social dominance orientation, social identity-based activism and radicalism, and attitudes 
towards different societal groups. 

With the exception of items in the Belonging Barometer, survey items populating the three 

sections described above were sourced from commonly used and validated measures from 

medicine and social science. Three moderate-to-difficult attention-check questions were also 

interspersed throughout the survey.
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Data Collection

YouGov administered the survey to 6,000 respondents from its five million US panelists in 
November and December of 2021. The survey was administered using its proprietary survey 
platform, Gryphon. YouGov employed a technique referred to as sample matching to produce 
the final dataset. Specifically, YouGov overcollected the sample by 10-15%, and then matched 
these cases back to a sample frame (based on interlocking parameters of age, gender, race, and 
education) generated by random sampling within the full ACS datafile. The resulting matched 
dataset was then weighted to account for any differences between matched cases and the  
sample frame.

Analysis

Data Cleaning
The average completion time for the survey was approximately 20 minutes. After confirming 
poor data quality for respondents who finished the survey in less than five minutes or incorrectly 
answered two out of three attention checks, responses that fit these criteria were omitted from 
analysis. The final sample size was 4,905, and these data were re-matched back to a sample 
frame.

Regressions
Many of the outcome variables presented in the main report include endnotes which detail the 
partial results of statistically significant regression analyses. Regression analysis is a statistical tool 
that allows us to examine many factors simultaneously and understand how each factor uniquely 
and independently contributes to an outcome of interest. In addition to belonging scores, most 
of our regressions involved the following variables: gender, age, sexual orientation, perceived 
socioeconomic status, race, immigration status, and religion. Note: These regression models are 
meant to be  preliminary explorations of these data—in future reports, we are likely to present 
findings using more theoretically-informed models. Meanwhile, we encourage subject matter 
experts who wish to examine these data more deeply to contact Over Zero..
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Description of Survey Sample, N = 4,905

Survey Question % of sample

With which of the following genders do you identify?

Women 51

Men 47

Other 1

In what sort of place do you currently live?

City 35

Suburban Area 35

Rural Area 30

What is your present religion, if any?

Protestant 32

Roman Catholic 19

Jewish 2

Atheist 8

Agnostic 7

Nothing in Particular 23

Muslim/Greek Orthodox/Buddhist/Hindu <1

Something Else 6

Do you consider yourself to be:

Heterosexual 87

Gay, Bi, or Pansexual 11

Asexual <1

Prefer not to answer 2

What racial or ethnic group best describes you?

Hispanic 18

White 67

Black 10

Asian 3

Mideastern & Native American <1

Description of the Sample
We provide descriptive statistics below. Note that the sample size for groups listed in orange font 
is very small. Because these groups represent less than 1% of the overall sample (e.g., less than 49 
responses), they are often omitted from narrative content and graphs in this report. Groups that 
fall into this category include respondents who identify as neither a woman nor man; respondents 
who identify as Muslim, Greek Orthodox, Buddhist, or Hindu; respondents who identify as 
asexual; and respondents who identify as Mideastern or Native American. When we do include 
these groups in our observations, we denote them with an asterisk (within this Appendix) and with 
a disclaimer at the base of the graph.
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Which of these statements best describes your immigration status?

Third-generation American or longer 60

Second-generation American 20

First-generation American 12

Immigrant Citizen 6

Immigrant Non-Citizen 2

Which of the following describes your employment status right now?

Working in person or remotely 50

Temporarily laid off, on voluntary leave, or permanently laid off 21

Retired 24

Student 5

How would you judge your own economic situation compared to the average American?

Much worse 7

Worse 23

Same as 44

Better 22

Much better 4

Generally speaking, do you think of yourself as a Democrat, Republican, or Independent?

Democrat 37

Republican 29

Independent 34

Which language do you speak most often at home?

English 97

Other 8

What is your marital status? 10

Never married 33

Married 43

Divorced 10

Widowed 6

How many children do you have?

None 44

One or more 66

What is the highest level of education you have completed?

Did not graduate from high school 5

High school graduate 30

Some college, but no degree (yet) 21

University degree 22

Postgraduate degree 13
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Have you served or are you serving in the military?

Yes 11

No 89

What most accurately describes your housing situation?

Homeowner (fully paid off or with mortgage) 54

Renter 32

Rent-free 9

Other 6

Does anyone in your household own a gun?

Yes 34

No 66
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Limitations & Future Research

All research has limitations. Below, we list some of the limitations related to this report and to the 

Belonging Barometer itself. 

•	 Regarding the measure itself. One thing that sets belonging apart from other measures 
of social connectivity is that it can be felt with respect to an environment or a place—it 
does not require the presence of other people. The Belonging Barometer, however, is a 
better measure for social settings. 

•	 This report is sure to raise as many questions as it answers. Our analyses are largely 
descriptive, with the exception of a few fairly simple regression models, thus we neither 
ask nor answer a range of important research questions. Many such questions could be 
further explored with this dataset, and it is our intention to work with partners to do so. 
For example:

	° We did not deeply examine differences in belonging based on race or religion. 
Our regression model used a binary race variable based on whether a respondent 
identified as “white, non-Hispanic” or not. While this serves to illuminate gaps in 
belonging between those who identify as white compared to those who identify as 
other races, it obscures differences between respondents of color that will hopefully 
be examined in the future.

	° We consistently found that, among all the factors associated with belonging, 
socioeconomic status has the most significant effect size. This implies that systemic 
forces play a major role in belonging (a finding in line with theories of belongingness). 
We hope that future partners with subject matter expertise will further examine 
these data with more theoretically-informed statistical models, and be able to utilize 
additional survey variables—many of which did not make it into this report—to 
illuminate why these findings are the case.

	° While we focused largely on belonging and exclusion, large numbers of Americans 
score somewhere in between. Future work with this dataset might seek to better 
characterize those respondents whose composite score reflects ambiguity. For 
example, do these individuals rank some items high and others low, averaging out to 
neutral? Or do they feel neutral towards the Barometer items generally (e.g., perhaps 
not feeling that the life setting is relevant for them)? Would these different patterns 
correspond to different belonging-related outcomes?

	° This report introduces both belonging uncertainty—the idea that you might 
feel that you have belonging but that it could be taken away at any moment, and 
unbelonging—the sense that you’ve lost a belonging you once had. These are relevant 
concepts for anyone trying to understand the role of belonging in US life today, yet 
we did not yet address them with these data. How can belonging uncertainty and 
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unbelonging help us to better understand American society at this moment? We 
note that, as part of our nationally representative survey, we collected vignettes 
of belonging and lack of belonging across the life settings. It is possible that these 
qualitative data—in addition to other quantitative variables we did not report on 
here—could help to answer these questions.

•	   Future research might also examine some of the conceptual and methodological choices 
made in this report. For instance, the belonging scale we used for this report divided 
belonging scores into three equal parts—1-2.33 (exclusion), 2.34-3.66 (ambiguity), 
and 3.67-5 (belonging). While there is a strong rationale for this breakdown (each third 
corresponds, on average, to disagreement, neutrality, or agreement on the Barometer 
items, respectively), the numbers of Americans who report belonging according to this 
scale are relatively low. This prompts a question: Does such a scale set too high a bar 
for belonging? Or, is it possible that strong belonging is more of an aspirational state 
and less of a reality for most people? One way to answer these questions would be to 
compare Barometer scores cross-nationally (to capture the effects of different cultures, 
social systems, etc.) or longitudinally (to identify changes over time, after significant 
events, etc.).

Lastly, this report identified some belonging-related associations that should be further clarified, 
such as:

•	   In our dataset, belonging increases with age (with the Silent generation scoring highest 
and Gen Z scoring lowest). However, other studies show that older Americans are at 
increased risk for social isolation and loneliness. Social connectivity is a correlate of 
belonging in this dataset, so how might we explain this discrepancy?

•	   When we control for socioeconomic status we find that race, religion, and immigration 
status become statistically insignificant—except in the life setting of national belonging. 
Why would race, religion, and immigration status retain significance as factors related to 
national belonging but not do the same in the other life settings?

•	   We hope future research will probe further into the association between being “treated 
as less than” in local interactions and reporting non-belonging across all life settings. 
A better understanding of the patterns related to who is most likely to have these 
experiences, where they are most likely to happen, and how these interactions come 
about could help communities address the problem. 
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