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Abstract 

 

This project comes from a deep love of the idea of creating cultures of belonging, originating from 

my own relationship with community, in which my life was saved by the loving generosity of the 

12-step community. This connects to contemporary research on both the nature of, and need for, a 

sense of belonging to something bigger than oneself. This project begins with a review of current 

literature on the experience of belonging in the workplace, and the influence that feeling a sense 

of belonging within one’s organization has on well-being. It then goes into an exploration of 

current interventions that can be utilized to create cultures of belonging, most notably high-quality 

connection (HQC) building and appreciative inquiry. The remainder of the paper is a collection of 

suggestions for interventions and next steps to take when seeking to create a more comprehensive 

culture of belonging in the workplace. This work helps to drive deeper the importance of having 

organizational community and healthy interpersonal dynamics in the workplace. The broader 

implication is that belonging in the workplace is becoming more of a necessity for organizations, 

and this work helps to guide organizations on their first steps towards a more nourishing workplace 

community and a culture of belonging.  
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Personal Introduction 

The ideas of belonging and positive psychology have always been very near and dear to 

my heart. This research inquiry comes as a direct result of my life experience, and the ways that 

feeling a sense of belonging has shaped, and indeed saved, my life. My journey to study 

belonging began at the age of 20 when, after a lengthy battle with alcoholism and drug addiction, 

I entered the 12-step world. Having spent most of my childhood feeling alone and isolated, this 

community was the first place I felt truly accepted and loved for my authentic self. In the years 

since then, my experience of community and belonging has grown, as has my interest in creating 

spaces for others to belong and feel a part of something bigger than themselves.  

When I re-entered my undergraduate education (after having left my first institution to 

get sober) I wound up in Dr. Dacher Keltner’s Human Happiness class at U.C. Berkeley. It was 

there that my desire to build community and help nourish cultures of belonging met with the 

science I would come to know as positive psychology. I was deeply inspired by Dr. Keltner’s 

class and chose to shape my education around his teaching and guidance. I went on to spend a 

year working at the Greater Good Science Center, helping put on events and workshops. I took a 

class with Dr. Keltner every semester, and during my final semester there he became my thesis 

advisor, where he oversaw a thesis I designed for the Interdisciplinary Studies major in which I 

researched the influence of having a sense of belonging and aligned purpose on intended and 

achieved organizational tenure.  

Following the completion of my education at Berkeley, positive psychology was the only 

path I was interested in pursuing further education in. I had found my passion, my academic 

drive, and the subject that I was interested in committing myself to. In my time with the MAPP 

program, this interest and commitment has grown, and my excitement around the idea of creating 
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cultures of belonging has been nourished by research and concepts like high-quality connections, 

Appreciative Inquiry, positive interventions, and other means of deepening well-being that are 

backed by science. My passion has grown even deeper in researching for this paper, and I 

become more excited each day to bring my knowledge to the world and help curate communities 

and cultures of inclusion and belonging that enrich people’s lives and leave them feeling more 

whole and grounded, the way that my communities have done for me.  

Introduction 

Belonging to something bigger than oneself is a fundamental human need. We are hyper 

social creatures who have evolved with a need for community support and interpersonal 

connection. For most adult members of the human species, the workplace dominates our social 

structure and represents the majority of our daily socialization. Estimates suggest that we will 

spend about one third of our life at work, making our workplace social interactions among the 

most important and regular that we will have in our lives (Thompson, 2016). While some people 

have exceptional experiences in their teams and workplaces, there is massive opportunity for 

growth and improving the social dynamics within organizational structures to facilitate more of a 

culture of inclusion and belonging.  

The concept of belonging has been a part of mainstream conversation since Baumeister & 

Leary (1995) declared it as a fundamental part of the human experience. Belonging is defined as 

strong, stable interpersonal relationships in which there are frequent, non-aversive interactions 

within an ongoing relationship (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Having an experience of belonging 

to something bigger than oneself can make enormous contributions to the well-being of members 

of a workplace and can enrich their personal lives beyond the contributions that it makes to their 

professional experience (Waller, 2020). There is a wide breadth of literature that I will be 
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exploring in this paper that validates and expands upon the impact on personal and community 

well-being that is had by creating cultures of belonging, but the underlying narrative is clear and 

grounded: being a part of something bigger than oneself and feeling connected to it is nourishing.  

The experience of belonging in an organizational setting is measured by a scale known as 

Psychological Sense of Organizational Membership (PSOM) which is derived from a similar 

scale designed to evaluate students’ experience of belonging to their school populations 

(Cockshaw & Shochet, 2007). This research gives a solid base for evaluating a sense of 

belonging in a workplace and helps quantify the experience that I seek to evaluate the necessity 

of with this work. There are other metrics of workplace belonging and community that have been 

utilized in evaluating the degree to which a person feels that they belong to their community. 

One such metric is that of Perceived Organizational Embeddedness or POE. POE helps bring a 

quantitative metric into the experience of belonging to something bigger than oneself, and and is 

a contributing factor to the broader metric of Perceived Organizational Support (POS), which 

looks at how supported one feels by both their organization as a whole, and also how supported 

they feel by their organizational community (D. G. Allen & Shanock, 2013). These measures 

help give valuable insight into the influence that certain organizational tools of support and 

connection have on subjective well-being and how connected one feels to their larger workplace 

community. They offer a strong quantitative expression for the influence of positive 

interventions on the workforce, which I will explore more in detail in the second half of this 

piece.  

The modern workplace is treated far more like a machine than a collective of human 

beings, with productivity and achievement metrics vastly outweighing focus on individual or 

collective well-being (Rahmi, 2019). While it cannot be said that this is universally true (and 
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indeed there are many examples of organizations who are doing effective work at prioritizing 

well-being), there is a culture in workplaces around the world that neglects individual well-being 

by isolating individuals instead of focusing energy and attention on how to connect them. This 

isolation and distance between people was amplified tenfold by the Covid-19 pandemic that left 

most of the workforce isolated from one another, only connecting over zoom and other virtual 

platforms (Osofsky et al., 2020). The extensive reliance on technology for interpersonal 

interaction that Covid left us with has deepened the already deep divide created by social media 

and societal technological addiction (Turkle, 2017). The conversation goes deeper as even those 

who intentionally seek connection by way of technology lose many of the benefits of social 

interaction due to the lack of eye contact and physical closeness available by way of those 

platforms (B. Fredrickson, Personal Communication, 9/2/21). Covid merely brought to the 

surface the way that we are creating distance between ourselves both personally and 

professionally.  

Covid did not bring about the revolution of societal isolation, though. Robert Putnam 

spoke extensively about it 22 years ago in his book Bowling Alone (Putnam, 2000). The reality 

is, our society has been growing into a space of isolation for years, if not generations. The need 

for interpersonal connection and support is more necessary now than it has ever been. With 

workforces divided and spread all over the world, and workplace belongingness interventions 

can help to change what it means to be a part of an organization, and if done properly, can turn 

work from a drain on one’s well-being, to a support of it. In this paper, my intention is to explore 

in more depth the influence that being a part of a larger community can offer to personal and 

communal well-being, and how curating one’s workplace community can help create an 

experience of personal flourishing through high-quality interpersonal connections, the process of 
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Appreciative Inquiry, self-expression practices, acts of gratitude, and deepening relationships 

with upper levels of management to reduce the strain of hierarchy on organizational dynamics. 

To execute this intention, I will review the current literature on belongingness, high-quality 

connections, Appreciative Inquiry, and community dynamics. Following this, I will be 

recommending a few possible directions that one may take their organizational community 

building and connection strategy by implementing interventions based on the research I have 

reviewed. All of this rests on a core thesis: creating a culture of belonging in the workplace 

nourishes personal and community well-being and improves both personal mental health and the 

health of an organization.  

Key Studies 

In this section I will examine in further detail some of the more contributory scientific 

studies to the field. The first study I will examine is one done by Chhajer & Dutta (2021) on 

gratitude as a mechanism to influence the development of high-quality connections in the 

workplace. This study builds on the research done by Jane Dutton (2003) that explores the 

positive influence of HQCs on both personal and community wellbeing. The argument that they 

put forth in this study is that a feeling of gratitude will increase subjective mutuality, positive 

regard, and vitality. They carried this out by placing gratitude boards in an Indian textile firm on 

which members of the organization could express gratitude during the workday. They used a 

questionnaire to survey 179 employees about their experience of work both before the gratitude 

board intervention and after it was put in place, measuring the responses as they were influenced 

by the gratitude practice. In their hypothesis testing, there were three correlations to level of 

gratitude that were evaluated: mutuality (0.56), positive regard (0.43), and vitality (0.39). The 

effect sizes for each correlation are listed. While positive regard and vitality show low effect 
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sizes, the correlation between expressed gratitude and mutuality has a medium effect size. 

Mutuality is one of the core tenets of high-quality connections and indicates a correlation to an 

increase in HQCs. The study had a few limitations, chiefly that there was no control group, and 

that the study was conducted within a single organization. With those limitations in mind, 

though, this still demonstrates that the gratitude intervention implemented showed a correlation 

to an increase in HQC building blocks, and helps drive home my argument that gratitude can 

help facilitate the development of high-quality connections.   

Alexander Haslam and colleagues (2009) conducted a study that explores the value 

contribution of social identification with a group larger than oneself on the experiences of social 

and organizational stressors. This study helps further drive home the point that feeling a sense of 

belonging and connection to a larger group has a positive influence on one’s well-being and 

contributes to social and emotional coping skills. This study also looks at organizational 

citizenship and burnout. These concepts also contribute to the larger point that I am arguing 

because it demonstrates quantitatively that feeling a sense of belonging is not just good for 

individual well-being, but for the collective well-being of an organization. This research offers 

great value for organizations by demonstrating to them the objective value of investing in 

creating cultures of belonging. I am most interested in exploring their first two hypotheses, 

namely that group identification is a predictor of organizational citizenship behaviors (H1) and 

that group identification has a negative correlation to burnout (H2). The study used a sample size 

of 30 participants in a British semi-professional theatre company who ranged in age from 18 to 

35. The participants were given self-report surveys at five intervals through the course of the 

study (approximately 14 weeks). The scales evaluated group identification, burnout, citizenship, 

work satisfaction, pride, and morale. The correlation between group identification and 
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organizational citizenship demonstrated a low effect size (0.39), but the correlation between 

group identification and work satisfaction demonstrated a medium effect size (0.53). Regarding 

burnout, the negative correlations with citizenship (-0.40) and work satisfaction (-0.41) were 

both low in effect size. The results of this study help further my argument that having a sense of 

group identification (belonging) helps to improve satisfaction with work and can, to a lesser 

extent, mediate stress and burnout.  

Introduction to Positive Psychology  

Positive psychology is the empirical study of well-being and human flourishing. Where 

clinical psychology is often concerned with the study of mental and emotional disorder and 

mental illness, positive psychology tends to focus more on helping healthy people flourish and 

create more fulfilling lives. The concept was brought to the public eye by Martin Seligman, 

amassing decades of research on positivity and well-being, in addition to well-known practices 

like mindfulness meditation and gratitude, and bringing all these studies of human flourishing 

under one banner that we know today as positive psychology. One of the key differences 

between positive psychology and the idea of "self-help” is the scientific nature of positive 

psychology. Positive psych brings empirical, scientific research to the conversation, 

substantiating its claims about well-being and the influence of these positive interventions with 

peer-reviewed research.  

Martin Seligman’s inspiration for crafting the field of positive psychology came in a 

sweet moment shared with his five-year-old daughter, when she challenged him to change his 

demeanor (Seligman is a notorious pessimist, and famous grouch) (Seligman, 2006). Previous 

models of psychology, particular clinical psychology, focus on disorder and dysfunction, trying 

to help heal people from more affecting mental states that interfere with their lives and well-
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being (Seligman & Peterson, 2003). Historically, there have been psychologists who have had 

more optimistic views of well-being and positivity, notably William James (a personal favorite 

of the director of the MAPP program) and Abraham Maslow, who famously introduced the idea 

of his hierarchy of needs to the world. The field truly came into being, though, when Seligman 

became president of the APA and decided to take the focus of his work in the direction of 

strengths and flourishing, rather than his previous notable contribution to the field, a concept 

known as learned helplessness (Maier & Seligman, 1976).  

There are many fundamental terms offered by the science of positive psychology, the 

definitions of which can be found in the APA dictionary of Psychology. I will define here two 

that will be significant to my work, as well as a third for which the definition is given at the 

beginning of the next section. The first term to be defined is flourishing, which is given as a state 

of good physical and mental health. Flourishing is not just a state, but a goal of positive 

psychology in action, and an ideal to strive towards with the implementation of nearly any 

intervention (APA Dictionary of Psychology, 2022). Well-being is defined as an overall good 

quality of life, including a sense of flourishing and low levels of distress. This is modified by Ed 

Diener’s concept of Subjective Well-being, which is a self-appraisal of one’s happiness and 

satisfaction with their life (APA Dictionary of Psychology, 2022).  These terms appear frequently 

in my piece, as they are important aims of the work that I wish to do. The biggest focus of my 

work though, as touched on above, is to achieve well-being and flourishing specifically through 

creating cultures of belonging, and in this specific instance the aim is to achieve this through 

workplace interventions. 

My goal is supported at every turn by the science of positive psychology. My goal with 

my work is to convince organizations that modifying their culture to be more focused towards 
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inclusion and belonging is a worthwhile endeavor. Positive psychology supports this with a hefty 

breadth of research discussing the importance of having a culture of belonging, and more 

significantly to my cause, the contributions that belonging makes to well-being as a whole. The 

literature on high-quality connections discusses at length the contributions that interpersonal 

connections make to well-being and effectiveness in the workplace (Stephens et al., 2011). High-

quality connections are an excellent vehicle for building a culture of belonging, as they 

strengthen interpersonal connection, and help develop both strong and weak ties to the people in 

one’s organization, which further contributes to a sense of community and belonging to 

something bigger than oneself (Granovetter, 1973). Appreciative Inquiry helps people take a 

sense of ownership of the work that they are doing and helps them find meaning in what they are 

doing, a contribution that my own previous positive psychology research (Ross, 2020) has 

demonstrated makes a contribution to a sense of belonging (Baumeister & Vohs, 2002). The 

work on the importance of having a culture of belonging has been substantiated by researchers 

like Baumeister & Leary, Antonsich, Yuval-Davis, Hogg, Allen, Haslam, and many others who 

have consistently made the argument that community membership makes a vital contribution to 

well-being and helps those involved create fulfilment in their lives. It is on the shoulders of these 

giants of positive psychology that I stand in making my own argument.  

Belonging and Workplace Well-Being 

A definition for belonging based on Baumeister & Leary’s (1995) work has been given 

above to create a frame within which to explore the narrative of belonging. Antonsich (2010) 

furthers the specificities of research around belonging by characterizing it as both a personal 

experience of being at home in a place, and a broader social and societal topic involving 

constructs that qualify belonging such as citizenship and other identity groups. This is important 
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in the context of the workplace because it gives us a sense of what the necessary criteria are for 

connecting with people at a scale bigger than just the interpersonal. It also lays the groundwork 

for the benefit of employee resource groups (ERGs) which are explored more later on. These 

qualities that define belonging are important knowledge for organizations to have so that they 

can offer the capability of connecting on these levels within the organizational structure. This 

definition is itself expanded upon that given by Yuval-Davis (2006) which identifies three key 

tiers of belonging for study; social locations, identities and emotional attachments, and ethical 

and political values.  Social locations describes the physical spaces that one occupies, the people 

that one comes into contact with on a regular basis, and the immediate surroundings that create 

one’s day-to-day life. Identities and emotional attachments are different ways that one views 

oneself, ways that one identifies, what communities one sees oneself a part of, and what feels 

most important. Ethical and political values provide a broader space in which to conceptualize 

belonging. In such divisive times, one’s beliefs and values can be a way to connect with one 

another and find common ground, find community, and find a larger sense of belonging. These 

three pieces together craft a strong framework within which to evaluate the importance of having 

a sense of belonging within a specific social/environmental structure such as a workplace.  

When looking at identities and what it means to belong, having a concept of who one is 

and where one fits in is very important (Antonsich, 2010). This is given some groundwork in the 

above definitions, but it requires further self-exploration. The three elements of belonging that 

are given above help give a frame of different ways that one can conceptualize oneself but 

belonging requires a sense of identity in order to lean into the similarities of a larger community 

(Yuval-Davis, 2006). These frameworks provide a helpful structure within which to situate one’s 

identity, and from that, get a sense of who one’s people are. This is especially pertinent in the 
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workplace, where there are so many differing identities and points of view among so many 

different people. These structures and definitions allow people to help acknowledge where they 

fit in and what communities they seek to be connected to. With that being said, one identity that 

many often have, particularly if they are happy with or connected to their work, is members of 

the same organization (Ellemers et al., 2003). For those who identify with their work, there is a 

direct pathway to feeling a sense of belonging within an organization. These concepts of what 

constitutes belonging create a pathway for understanding the importance of, and crafting means 

of nurturing, belonging in a workplace environment.  

Impact On Well-Being 

As mentioned above, we create tribes and communities by evolutionary design; we are 

not built to be alone (Keltner, 2009). Humans produce hyper-vulnerable offspring, hence the 

adage that it “takes a village” to raise a child (Hrdy, 2007). Between the vulnerability of human 

offspring, the intensive care requirements from new mothers, and the necessity for food, shelter, 

and protection, evolutionarily we need community to bring children into the world. The need to 

belong to something greater than oneself is present in the home, the community, and the 

workplace, and the feelings of belonging and isolation often spill from one realm to the next.  

One study examined the role of friendly and familial relationships in one’s embeddedness in 

their workplace, showing that deeper ties to the community and family outside of work correlate 

to deeper organizational satisfaction and organizational commitment (Gonzalez et. al. 2016).  

Another study examined to a more in-depth degree the impact that embeddedness in one’s 

communities has on happiness (conceptualized in this case as satisfaction with life).  Wakefield 

and associates explored the role that a sense of belonging with family, nationality, and a chosen 

group of others had on mental health.  They found that perceived belonging to all of these groups 
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improved satisfaction with life, and that the more groups one belongs to, the more satisfied they 

felt with their life (Wakefield, et. al. 2016).  This research furthers the conversation of belonging 

and happiness greatly and sets the stage for my research on workplace belonging as a vehicle for 

well-being.  

The need to belong is present in every aspect of life, but my interests specifically lean 

towards the workplace. Alexander Haslam and colleagues (2009) have produced a body of work 

that examines social support and the impact of having a community that one identifies with on 

social stresses, demonstrating the positive value of belonging on mediating stressors. This work 

helps open the gate for further examining belonging in the workplace by explicating the well-

being potential of having a sense of belonging and community and explores how we can manage 

negative or challenging stimuli by embedding ourselves in something bigger.  The concept of 

what it means to belong, and how one builds a culture of belonging, are the core interests that 

sparked this body of research, and have, up to this point, driven my academic career.  

The quality of our interpersonal relationships is what helps define our well-being 

(Lambert et al., 2015). In other words, the degree to which we feel connected to and reciprocal 

relationships with others is correlated to a higher degree of satisfaction with life (Ryff & Singer, 

2014). Interpersonal relationships are one of the most fundamental elements of human 

flourishing. When we do not get these quality interactions in our workplace, our well-being can 

suffer. The experience of isolation is deeply detrimental to mental health and well-being (Taylor 

et al., 2018). Due to Covid, there has been a massive global increase in the experience of feeling 

isolated while at work. The throngs of work-from-home employees, massive layoffs, and social 

distancing, coupled with the already challenging influences of social media addiction, the 

growing political unrest in both the United States and the world, and other numerous factors, 
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have all left us with an enormous increase in depression and anxiety over the past 2 years 

(Ettman et al., 2020). This combined with the more specific research on depression in the 

workplace as a result of social isolation and disconnectedness highlights the importance of 

creating cultures of belonging for both healing deficits of well-being, and inducing flourishing in 

workplaces (Cockshaw et al., 2014). 

Work by Howard, Cogswell, and Smith shows that feeling ostracized or isolated in the 

workplace can have detrimental effects on performance, self-perception, emotional state, well-

being, and organizational commitment (Howard, Cogswell, & Smith, 2019). Further, studies of 

objective and subjective isolation showed that being objectively isolated (physically detached) 

from friends and family had some impact on the well-being of participants (55 and older), but 

subjective isolation showed much higher rates of depression and psychological distress (Taylor 

et. al. 2018). Subjective isolation here is conceptualized as the perception of closeness or lack 

thereof to one’s family, friends, and peers. Both can play a role in the modern workforce, but 

subjective is liable to be far more prevalent.    

Isolation has negative physical effects in addition to psychological ones. A 2010 study 

from Norway surveyed nearly 6,500 participants and found that loneliness accounted for up to 

75% of depression symptoms and up to 40% of somatic challenges that the participants presented 

with (Aanes et al., 2010). This demonstrates a less surprising, albeit very significant, correlation 

between psychological distress and isolation, but a more significant demonstration of the health 

challenges of being alone.  This pairs well with the research on the effects of interpersonal 

dynamics on stress, and the positive relationship between sociality and stress reduction (Haslam 

et al., 2009). This study highlights the influence that belongingness can have on both our mental 

and physical health, looking specifically at stress, one of the more detrimental human 
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experiences (Kemeny, 2003). It explores the ways in which being a part of community can 

reduce detrimental mental health experiences and help ease tension in our daily lives. This is 

core to the argument that I am making, insofar as it further solidifies the importance of having a 

sense of belonging to mental health and social well-being and is an important piece of evidence 

of the power of the belonging narrative. This research collectively helps to illuminate the 

challenges that organizations without a cohesive internal structure face relative to employee 

well-being, mental health, organizational commitment, and productivity. 

Effects of Being Part of a Community 

Not only can creating cultures of belonging help address mental health deficits and 

struggles, it can also improve the lives of those who are not challenged by loneliness and 

isolation, and enrich both social and personal experiences (Block, 2018). Belonging, as stated 

above, is one of the most fundamental needs of the human experience. Having a healthy sense of 

belonging and connection amongst our own families can help nourish well-being and external 

social relationships (Gonzalez et al., 2016). The Prilleltenskys have explored this topic at length, 

as it relates to both the workplace and external communities, and their conclusion supports those 

of most other observers of this social phenomenon; our lives are better in community and with a 

sense of connection and belonging (Prilleltensky & Prilleltensky, 2021). Not only do our 

interpersonal relationships fulfill the need to belong to something bigger than ourselves, but we 

can also find this within group membership. Aligning with a collective identity, feeling like we 

are a part of a larger group or culture, can be enormously helpful for well-being (Wakefield et 

al., 2017). This can look like racial identity, cultural identity, nationality, sports team fandom, 

and even membership within a workplace. Being a part of a team, or a member of a larger group, 
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helps ease a sense of aloneness in the world, and helps us feel connected to one another. It 

creates pathways for relating to each other and holding common ground.  

Existing Theories and Interventions 

 

High Quality Connections 

The High-Quality Connections (HQCs) Framework gives insight into the methodology 

behind creating interpersonal connection and cultures of belonging within a workplace 

environment. High Quality Connections are short-term, dyadic interactions in the workplace that 

are subjectively positive and leave the participants feeling seen and authentically appreciated 

(Dutton, 2003). The principle comes from the field of Positive Organizational Scholarship and 

can be deeply influential for both individual and collective well-being in the workplace. HQCs 

come from the core principle that organizations are filled with possibility for authentic and 

nourishing interpersonal connection (J. Dutton, personal communication, 2/11/22). HQCs have 

positive implications for well-being in the workplace that range from individual increases in 

happiness, to collective experiences of belonging, to cognitive strengthening and increases in 

motivation. Organizations that focus on building HQCs can help uplift individual members of an 

organization, turn around challenging situations, and increase the organizations collective 

capacity for positive interpersonal relationships (Sundet & Carlsen, 2019). Having HQCs in a 

workforce can help nourish an experience of vulnerability and, perhaps most importantly, 

psychological safety. The key characteristic factors of a High-Quality Connection, as given by 

Jane Dutton, are: 

-Felt Vitality: feeling alive and connected 
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-Positive regard and mutuality: feeling seen and acknowledged, and feeling that there is 

space for participation from either party 

-Intentionality: feeling like the experience is meaningful and intentional, and not like it is 

simply something happening in passing or without substance (Dutton, 2003).  

HQCs also help show people their value and help them feel like they are appreciated for 

their authentic self in workplace relationships by nourishing a sense of respect, and through task 

enabling (a process by which people uplift the productivity of others and help support them in 

accomplishing their goals). They help us feel like we are a part of something bigger than 

ourselves, and help us find more grounding in our collective identity by deepening our 

connections to people who are both similar to us and different, and helping us get a better sense 

of the value that we have to others in both individual and collective connections (Dutton, 2003). 

These are some of the key elements of nourishing a culture of belonging, and the research that 

has been done around HQCs demonstrate that they are a thoroughly effective tool for crafting 

and upholding such a culture by creating a sense of feeling like one has personally fulfilling 

relationships within a context that otherwise typically only goes skin deep (Dutton, 2003). 

Further, the research on HQCs focuses on many different ways of highlighting the value 

contributions of all members of a workforce from the individual work being done, to collective 

accomplishments, to personal contributions to the workplace experience, and more (Stephens et 

al., 2011). This is not dissimilar from the practices of Appreciative Inquiry, which will be 

touched on in the next segment of this paper. There are many different practices that are outlined 

by Jane Dutton and John Paul Stephens that can be used to help members of an organization 

create HQCs, which will be explored in more detail now.  
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High-quality connections do more than just increase personal and organizational well-

being. Beyond the benefits of enriching personal relationships to nurture a sense of belonging to 

community as a whole, HQCs can also stoke creativity and knowledge creation, and inspire 

people to think out of the box more effectively, according to a study that demonstrated that when 

people experience HQCs and an intensified experience of collaboration, they expand their types 

of interaction and deepen the experience of knowledge creation (Aarrestad et al., 2015). The 

influence of HQCs on knowledge creation has enormous potential implications for the health of 

an organization, including reformatting creative teams such that they are more geared towards 

connection than outcome creation, and ensuring that creative roles are supported with 

community and interpersonal connection in order to boost their output and knowledge 

generation. Mostly, though, the implication on the efficiency and contributions that HQCs make 

to an organization are notable here, and speak to the value that taking time to encourage and 

facilitate interpersonal connection can create from an organizational standpoint.  

Dutton offers four very clear pathways to developing HQCs in the workplace through her 

research and practice of coaching organizations on how to implement this principle in their daily 

practice. There are many practices that build from these pillars, and many more to be created. I 

will touch on them lightly here, but go into much greater detail later on. The four pillars of 

building HQCs, as defined by Dutton, are trusting, playing, respectful engagement, and task 

enabling. Trust is one of the core foundations of relationships in both business and interpersonal 

dynamics. From a workplace perspective, trust is a key factor in the cohesion of a workplace 

team, with manager-employee trust being a significant factor in the success of working 

relationships (Krot & Lewicka, 2012). One must have a trusted and vulnerable relationship 

within the workplace in order to develop a sense of psychological safety and to let one’s guard 
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down. It is critical to the well-being of an organization that there are factors of trust present 

within the workforce, within tiers of the hierarchy, and to varying degrees between the 

organization itself and its people. Having a grounded trust relationship can open the door to 

connection and relationship building and leave both parties feeling that they are believed in and 

seen for the capability that they bring to the team. Trust is a very necessary affirmation of a 

person’s value, contribution, and work ethic, and is vital within an organizational context.  

Play is another deeply important facet of working relationships. Play in the workplace 

can enhance creativity and productive problem solving without risking a drawback of 

productivity, making it an invaluable resource for organizations suffering from a deficit of 

expansive thought (West et al., 2016). It is important, though, that this playful nature of work be 

oriented towards the well-being of the workforce. When play is used as a productivity tool for 

the aim of furthering the output of the organization, rather than seen as a way to enhance the 

lives of those who it may serve, it can backfire and be met with cynicism and distrust (Everett, 

2011). Play, laughter, silliness, etc. all add an air of levity to what can otherwise be for some a 

crushing and overbearing experience of being in the workplace. Not only is laughter good for 

well-being and the workplace context (Mathew & Vijayalakshmi, 2017), but laughter has also 

been shown as another pathway to building and nourishing high-quality interpersonal 

connections (Cooper & Sosik, 2012). There has been extensive research around the necessity of 

play for developing interpersonal relationships, the benefits of laughter in personal and collective 

well-being, and the contributing factors of levity in combating stressors, but the important area of 

focus here is on relationship building, and the key takeaway is simple; laughing with one’s 

colleagues help nourish personal relationships and deepen bonds.  
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Laughter is another contributor to the creation of HQCs, as research has shown that 

laughing together and sharing moments of levity and joy can help induce vulnerability and create 

an authentic shared space between members of a workforce (Cooper & Sosik, 2012). This is 

similar to the research on play, but more targeted and specific to the experience of laughter. 

Laughter isn’t just conducive to HQCs and interpersonal relationships, though. Laughter can 

increase both physical and mental health, and contributes to well-being across many different 

metrics (Bennett & Lengacher, 2008).   

Respecting one’s colleagues is not only a key contributing means for developing HQCs 

in the workplace, but it is an important means of conveying value and appreciation for one’s 

colleagues and teammates. Dutton and Stephens (2012) lay out the necessity of approaching 

workplace interactions with respect. What this means is creating an experience of being valued 

and appreciated as an equal, a colleague, and a contributing member of the community for the 

person with whom you are interacting. This has important implications for creating a sense of 

belonging as well, as it nourishes the sense that one’s contributions to community and to others 

are seen and valued, and affirms one’s value to the group as a whole. From an interpersonal 

standpoint, this makes perfect sense, but the elements of respect that are drawn upon for this 

narrative are below surface level. Respect (very much like trust) is an affirmation of the value 

that one brings to a team or organization, and can nourish a sense of embeddedness and 

belonging to the organization as a whole (Ng, 2016). People want to feel valued by their 

colleagues. They want to feel seen for their contributions and held as a valued member of a team. 

This is as much a part of any organizational development toolkit as it is a pillar of the HQC 

framework. Creating a culture of respect in one’s workplace is a crucial part of nourishing High-

Quality Connections, and, in turn, a culture of belonging.  
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The fourth ingredient to HQCs, as directed by Dutton and Stephens (2012), is task 

enabling. Task enabling is the practice of supporting and enabling the success of one’s 

colleagues in their tasks and whatever it is that they are taking on that they can be supported in. 

This can be professional tasks, personal tasks, or even relationship building. Task enabling can 

encourage included parties to feel cared about, looked out for, and respected. Task enabling can 

be created by using collaborative workplace technologies, implementing group goals or group 

projects, or simply by creating a culture of respect and reciprocity (Baker & Dutton, 2006). Task 

enabling helps to nurture a culture of belonging by creating the sense within those involved that 

their successes are shared, and that when they succeed, the whole team succeeds. Task enabling 

can also help people feel like those around them have their back, and that they are not alone in 

their workplace or community, but that there are others around them who support and encourage 

them.  

Another important ingredient in High-Quality Connections, as expanded upon by 

researchers, is gratitude, and engaging in a regular practice of gratitude amongst oneself and 

one’s colleagues can deeply help reinforce a culture of connection and belonging (Chhajer & 

Dutta, 2021). Gratitude is a staple of positive psychology, and is one of the most significant 

things one can do to uphold and uplift one’s relationships (Algoe et al., 2008). Incorporating 

practices of gratitude into interpersonal relationships can help people feel seen, appreciated, and 

valued for their authentic self. In this particular context, though, it is important to recognize the 

value contribution that gratitude makes to building HQCs and how that can be deployed in a 

workplace setting to help nourish those relationships and connections. From a positive 

psychology standpoint, gratitude offers a deep and direct pathway to well-being through active 

appreciation of the blessings and abundance of one’s life, and research has shown that active 
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practice of gratitude can boost well-being quickly and effectively (Wood et al., 2010). Gratitude 

can deepen relationships, as discussed above, can enrich one’s life, and should be viewed as one 

of the most fundamental tools in the building of a culture of belonging.  

 

 

Appreciative Inquiry 

Appreciative inquiry, created by David Cooperrider, is a vehicle for organizational 

change that uses assessment of the strengths of an organization and its members to contemplate 

strategies for maximizing positive impact moving forward. Appreciative inquiry focusses on an 

abundance based ideology, rather than deficit based, and celebrates team members for their 

contributions instead of critiquing them where they may be able to contribute more. The deficit 

mindset stems more from the idea of looking for problems and trying to find creative solutions to 

address them, whereas appreciative inquiry takes a methodological approach in which one 

appreciates the best of what is, imagines what it might be, designs what it should be, and creates 

what it will be (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2000). This approach, particularly the “appreciate” step, 

leans into the celebration and contribution that the practice of gratitude can make to a workplace, 

and explores means of being grateful for the contributions being made by each person. The 

difference between a deficit based mindset and an abundance based mindset can be the 

difference between surviving and truly thriving, and  is a core contributor to a positive mentality 

(Linley et al., 2010).  

Appreciative inquiry as a tool is multifaceted and offers the opportunity to achieve a 

number of goals if dedicated to it. In particular for my context, it provides an excellent pathway 

to building belonging in organizations. Utilizing the methodology laid out below, appreciative 
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inquiry can help an organization take stock of the value of its members and use a company-wide 

gratitude assessment to see all of the ways that people contribute to the organization. This can 

help nourish belonging by giving the opportunity for people to feel valued and appreciated by 

their organization, and to feel respected and seen for their contribution. By contributing respect 

to one another, this tool also helps lay the groundwork for the building of HQCs and sets 

organizations up for interpersonal success. If utilized properly (details below), Appreciative 

Inquiry can be a direct line to crafting cultures of belonging in the workplace.  

Cooperrider’s model of Appreciative Inquiry revolves around four major strategies for 

positive change: Discovery, Dream, Design, Destiny (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2000).  Discovery 

is the part of the model where participants appreciate their strengths and successes, and 

appreciate themselves and their teams for what they have accomplished. This is where gratitude 

plays a major role in assessing everyone’s contribution, and where the abundance over deficit 

mindset comes into the strongest play. In the Discovery step one can ask questions about where 

the strengths of an organization, team or project come through and how things are succeeding in 

their current form. This positive evaluation of a community’s assets helps to nourish a sense of 

contribution for those who are making the organization’s mission possible. In the Dream step, 

one moves on to looking at what could be, imagining what kind of impact the organization, team 

or project could have, including what kind of impact each person might potentially have on that 

organization. Dreamers evaluate what the world needs, what could be contributed if the company 

was running at its most effective cadence, and what extraordinary opportunities there are for 

growth and impact on the world (Whitney & Cooperrider, 2011).  

In the Design phase, one takes the best of the past (discovery) and the best of the future 

(dream) and goes on to prototype possibilities of what could be, in line with the stated goals or 
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outcomes of the process. For example if, as is relative to the rest of my work, the goal of 

Appreciative Inquiry was to help nourish a culture of belonging, this would be the phase in 

which those conducting the inquiry would try and design a workplace that reflects a strong sense 

of belonging. Within this phase they might be prototyping belongingness interventions that 

would leverage their existing strengths and work towards the vision of the future they’d 

articulated. They might design what a dream workplace could look like if everything in the 

process went perfectly. Within this phase they may imagines using scales of measurement like 

the POM, PSOM, or POE to evaluate where members of the organization are at in their 

experience of belonging, how they would set benchmarks for where they would like people to 

be, and what kind of action planning processes they might take to get there. This phase is all 

about going from dreams to reality and postulating on what the bridge between the two can look 

like in practice.  

Then there is Destiny. The Destiny phase of Appreciative Inquiry looks like taking the 

designs, choosing what ideas you want to bring to life, and planning the path to see them 

realized. Within this phase participants may take the interventions that were prototyped on a 

small scale and level them up to be put in place across the entire organization. This is the broader 

action phase, in which participants zero in on the actions that they wish to take that create the 

highest degree of engagement and excitement in members of the organization. This is also the 

phase where establishing a clear measurement strategy is so important. If an organization did 

decide to utilize one of the scales to assess belonging, they might be deliberate about taking a 

baseline measure, then surveying again after the execution of interventions to determine whether 

their targeted culture change had any impact on improving their experience of belonging. 
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Depending on the intervention there will be different strategies for measurement, but whatever 

they are, this is when they are realized. This part of the process is where the dreams come to life.  

Next Steps  

Taking into consideration all of the existing literature on the necessity of creating cultures 

of belonging in the workplace and how much of a contribution it makes to the well-being of all 

parties involved, it is now time to explore possibilities of what comes next, what can emerge atop 

the research that has already been conducted, what future research may be needed, and how we 

can utilize existing scientific knowledge to tailor interventions for any given work force. The 

next portion of this paper will focus on interventions and strategies that one can implement when 

trying to nourish a culture of belonging in one’s workforce. The approach that I have constructed 

focuses on two main target populations within an organization: the leadership tier, and the 

employee community. Based on what I have learned from the Appreciative Inquiry approach, I 

have concluded that in order to effectively cultivate an environment of belonging and inclusion, 

one must create high-quality connections at all levels of an organization in order to thoroughly 

build nourishing community throughout, and reduce the strain of hierarchy on teams such that all 

members of a workforce feel that they have a measurable contribution to make to the 

organizational goals (which is also accomplished by cultivating HQCs throughout the breadth of 

an organization).  

 The interventions that I have included here will be geared towards creating high-quality 

connections, creating a sense of ownership of the work being done by all members of a team, 

deepening an active practice of gratitude, enriching self-expression, and encouraging playfulness 

in the workplace.  Seeing as how there is deep interplay between many of these concepts, the 

interventions will overlap in which of the value points they touch on. For example, gratitude 
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interventions can do a lot to nurture HQCs, and can also help springboard an Appreciative 

Inquiry very effectively. Play and laughter interventions can help both the creation of HQCs and 

also help facilitate personal well-being and physical health (Gonot-Schoupinsky et al., 2020). 

Similarly, meditation interventions can help nourish belonging, and self-reflection can help one 

deepen their relationship with those around them (Chisman & Brooks, 2018). One of the exciting 

things about the field of belonging and interpersonal connection is that there is a huge overlap 

between interpersonal relationships and community well-being, and many of the interventions 

that are aimed towards personal growth and reflection can also serve communities and the 

experience of belonging greatly if tailored for the circumstances.  

 The first intervention that I suggest for enriching a sense of organizational belonging is 

engaging in an active practice of gratitude, which can open the door to both HQCs and 

Appreciative Inquiry. As referenced previously, gratitude is a powerful tool for nourishing high-

quality connections, and can deepen interpersonal relationships immensely. From the standpoint 

of the leadership level, expressions of gratitude can help create a sense of value and being 

appreciated amongst employees (one of the foundational elements of high-quality connections) 

and demonstrate to them that they are seen for the contributions that they make and respected for 

what they contribute (Di Fabio et al., 2017). This touches on the Discovery facet of the 

appreciative inquiry toolkit and opens the door for examining growth areas within a container of 

appreciation. An active gratitude practice can take many forms, and my suggestion for its 

execution is that it be touched on at all levels of an organization. Research has shown that an 

active practice of gratitude can help facilitate the experience of belonging to one’s surrounding 

community, and that focusing in on an abundance mindset can be beneficial on the road to 

building belonging (Qin et al., 2015).  
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 On the interpersonal level, gratitude practices should be done in both dyadic interactions 

or team connections. Both practices touch on the Discovery phase of Appreciative Inquiry and 

require participants to reflect on the contributions that their teammates make to both themselves 

and the team as a whole. Dyadic interactions can help create and deepen high-quality 

connections, as noted in the research above. These should be executed by pairing colleagues and 

offering them the opportunity to reflect on how the person they are paired with makes a 

contribution to them, to the organizational community, and to the world, in whatever way they 

see contribution being made. In an intervention that I crafted for my service learning partner, 

participants were given a week to connect with their gratitude sharing partner, during which time 

they were guided to pay close attention to the contributions that that person made to the 

organization and themselves (Baccash et al., 2022). At the end of that time, they would have the 

chance to share their reflection with their partner, focusing on the contributions that they see that 

person make to the community as a whole, and then also how they felt personally enriched by 

that person. Within this interaction, the pair has the opportunity to form a connection that can 

enrich both their professional and personal lives, and further solidify a sense of belonging.  

 From the group standpoint, sharing gratitude for others on one’s team, and for the work 

being done by the team as a whole, can help nourish a sense of belonging within a group (Qin et 

al., 2015). For this practice, I encourage team leaders to offer a structured space in which team 

members can share their gratitude to the team as a whole, to their team leaders, and for the 

organization at large. This practice can help groups get to know each other better, see what’s 

important to them, and help understand and align with their values. Getting aligned with the 

purpose of one’s teammates can help build team cohesion and nourish a sense of belonging in the 

same way that having one’s purpose aligned with that of their employer is good for well-being 
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and a sense of belonging (Esfahani-Smith, 2017). This practice can also help colleagues 

understand what parts of being on a team are valuable to one another and can give them each 

insight into ways that they can contribute to one another’s well-being by highlighting and leaning 

into those areas. Above all else, though, having a collective sense of gratitude and appreciation 

creates value for both the individuals and the organization as a whole, elevating well-being and 

paving the way for deepening of high-quality connections (Müceldili et al., 2015).  

 A group gratitude practice is an excellent springboard into the Discovery phase of 

Appreciative Inquiry. Taking time to appreciate the value of one’s team and look at all of the 

things that they have accomplished together, in addition to being a building block of nourishing 

high-quality connections, can also be folded into the Discovery phase of Appreciative Inquiry. In 

the Destiny phase, the team can take the momentum that they have generated from evaluating all 

of the ways that they are successful together and make contributions to one another and look 

forward at what’s possible, what kind of obstacles they can overcome together, and what kind of 

challenges they may be able to face as a unit when implementing the projects that have emerged 

through the appreciative inquiry process. Taking on tasks together and facing collective 

challenges can stimulate a sense of belonging to the team one is working with, and help people 

feel like they have partnership in the work they are doing. This is an excellent way for team 

members to practice task-enabling, another building block of HQCs. Giving teams collaborative 

projects, group goals, and collective inquiry can all help deepen HQCs by fostering task-enabling 

and respectful interpersonal dynamics (Baker & Dutton, 2006).  

 These practices of gratitude and the first stages of an Appreciative Inquiry help line up 

personal purpose as well. Feeling like one’s drive and the meaning in one’s work are aligned 

with the missions and goals of an organization are major contributors to happiness and well-
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being in the workplace, and add immensely to organizational longevity and commitment 

(Madrigal et al., 2018). Having alignment of purpose at work can contribute to overall happiness 

and life satisfaction. Kawachi and Lee give some support for operating upon purpose driven 

work in their 2019 piece in which they examine the happiness levels of individuals based on their 

priority of particular values (Lee & Kawachi, 2019).  While their research is geared primarily 

towards the correlations of values and happiness, their results demonstrate that when one 

operates in alignment with their personal principles, they are more inclined to be happy and 

fulfilled. Ann Ewbank also examined the influence of core value alignment in her 2011 paper in 

which she observed the tendencies of librarians to stay on with their employers if said employers 

were actively abiding by their organizational core values and practicing their decided upon 

principles in their day-to-day work (Ewbank, 2011).  

 The last stage of this Appreciative Inquiry, built on the foundation of gratitude practice 

and sharing, is the Destiny phase, in which the team begins to execute on their plans for their 

future. This is perhaps the most agentic element of the process, as it sees the participants begin to 

bring their skills and co-working prowess to life to actually create the change they wish to see in 

the world. If the process is done properly, this pipeline from gratitude to action can help nourish 

high-quality interpersonal connections, reinforce organizational commitment and a sense of 

organizational membership, and increase the overall well-being of those who take part. When 

team members feel that they are a part of the organization as a whole, and see a sign of collective 

identity through their mutual struggles and collective victories, they are strongly likely to feel 

that they belong to something bigger than themselves, and cultivate a sense of belonging in their 

workplace. In order to see the gratitude intervention through, the organization must also see the 

Appreciative Inquiry through.  
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 The next recommendation that I have for an intervention to increase HQCs and a sense of 

belonging focuses on playfulness. Many of the ways that we create joy and connection in our 

lives are learned and cultivated in childhood, and we lose much of this to the conversation of 

appropriateness and maturity. Friedrich Nietzche (1907) once said that “maturity [is] to have 

regained the seriousness that [one] had as a child at play” (pg. 49). Much of our work lives are 

devoid of playfulness and laughter, causing us to feel crushed by the seriousness of life at times, 

when the truth is that bringing playfulness into our daily lives not only deepens interpersonal 

connection and HQCs but improves well-being and personal life satisfaction (West et al., 2016).  

Bringing a sense of play into the workplace can enhance creativity and deepen team cohesion 

(Mathew & Vijayalakshmi, 2017).  The next series of intervention I suggest involve playfulness 

and laughter and are designed to bring levity and joy to the workplace. Much like with the other 

interventions, it is a good practice to offer participants evaluations of their sense of belonging 

and connection both before and after to gauge the effectiveness of them in your own workplace. 

Different communities respond differently to interventions, and, much like with other positive 

psychology interventions, it is important to find the best fit for each community in order to get 

the best effect (Lyubomirsky, 2008).  

 There are many different ways to elicit laughter and play in the workplace. My 

recommendation is to prioritize utilizing known interventions and means of creating a space of 

laughter and levity. That said, there are some methods that may be successfully deployed in an 

organizational setting. Play can look like many things to many people, and one of the first things 

to consider when designing or deploying play interventions is to ask community members what 

brings them joy. This can be a very valuable fact-finding mission, and it can also leave people 

feeling respected and listened to. As was touched on above, play is one of the ingredients of 
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HQCs, so supporting habits of play amongst an organizational community can help nourish these 

connections, which in turn, helps a sense of belonging flourish. Additionally, asking people 

what’s important to them and getting to know them better in a context that goes beyond simply 

assessing their workplace value can create respectful engagement, another key piece of the HQC 

equation. It can also help create common ground when people discover shared interests and 

commonalities in what makes them laugh and feel playful. All this to say, the first intervention 

for discovering how people like to play and what makes them laugh is to ask them.   

Self-expression is a major contributor to well-being, and also an excellent vehicle for 

play (Al-Khouja et al., 2022). Creating different environments for organizational community 

members to stand in their self-expression can be a very playful practice. This has been effective 

across a wide variety of circumstances, such as talent shows, creative sharing spaces, open dress 

codes, encouraging community members to decorate their desks and offices, and more. Self-

expression is most nourishing when it is authentic, and it is deeply important to create space for 

people’s authentic expression within the workplace instead of calling them to wear a façade that 

may actually do more harm than good (Bailey et al., 2020). Self-expression takes many forms, be 

it music, art, clothing, hobbies, performance, etc. Encouraging self-expression starts with leading 

by example, and leaders who wish to encourage an expressive workplace should lean into their 

own desired forms of self-expression, be it clothing, office décor, or whatever feels good and 

authentic. Clothing is a particularly valuable form of self-expression, and has an influence on 

well-being in and of itself (Kim & Lee, 1999). Leading by example is a good way to start 

creating a more expressive culture, but there are other ways that leaders can help cultivate self-

expression in the workplace, that have the added benefit of being playful. 
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Intentional non-work-related community gatherings within the workplace can be very 

impactful on community relationships and can also be a great opportunity to bring some fun into 

work. This can look like creative sharing opportunities in which people can share their music, 

art, and other talents with the rest of the community. Engaging in the arts and humanities can be 

deeply impactful for well-being, and can deepen relationships by strengthening empathy and 

interpersonal connectivity (Fitzgerald & Green, 2022). To this end, office book clubs are another 

excellent means of connecting and deepening a sense of community that can result in a stronger 

experience of belonging within one’s workplace (Petrich, 2015). This can extend to out further, 

though, to things like talent shows, art shows, and even game nights/afternoons. Regardless of 

the medium, self-expression is contributory to well-being, play helps form HQCs, and engaging 

in the positive humanities nourishes well-being, so be sure to find the best fit for your 

organization and don’t be afraid to try out different things. Every intervention won’t work the 

same for every person, this is the principle behind Lyubomirsky’s (2008) person-activity fit 

model. That said, if it is an intentional community connection that enrolls members of your 

workforce, it will have a positive impact.  

These types of interventions can begin to become difficult when taking into consideration 

the isolation factor that Covid has contributed, and the extent to which teams are distanced by 

remote work and the increasing global structures of organizations. This does not mean that it is 

impossible to maintain and create these kinds of valuable connections, and there are ways to 

employ HQC building strategies on digital platforms that can nourish a sense of belonging 

(Atkins et al., 2021). In some cases, it’s the little things. One study demonstrates that utilizing 

the chat function or other social elements of remote platforms can help nourish a sense of 

belonging to the community, highlighting the importance of casual and informal interaction 
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amongst members of a team in a remote work environment (Hafermalz & Riemer, 2016). 

Communication goes deeper than the casual, though, and teaching strategies for how to 

communicate as members of a shared space can be a very valuable intervention to be 

implemented by leadership. This can look like authentic communication coaching using tools 

from the Authentic Relating movement or bringing in coaches who specialize in communication 

skills to teach team members to speak more from a shared identity. The point here is not to force 

people to communicate if they do not want to, but rather to offer them different ways of looking 

at their communications that can make them feel more nourishing and valuable as members of a 

team. 

Another strategy for creating virtual communities is to encourage and facilitate the 

creation of virtual employee resource groups, or ERGs. ERGs are likeminded, identity driven 

communities in which people who share certain aspects of themselves, can connect in 

likeminded ways and build community with those who are similar to them. ERGs do not have to 

be exclusive, and members can belong to any number of them. Research on virtual communities 

has demonstrated that when people share spaces that require commonalities for membership (in 

the case of this research it was online gaming communities) there is the capacity to develop very 

real community and a very nourishing sense of belonging to something bigger than oneself 

(Steinkuehler & Williams, 2006). This research also discusses the capacity of these spaces to 

become a new type of “third place”, a sociological concept which describes spaces in which 

people gather for similar purposes but have the opportunity to be exposed to differing ideals in a 

respectful context, as opposed to the echo chamber isolation model of modern social media 

algorithms. Virtual ERGs can create a third place within a workplace community where people 
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with similar but not identical viewpoints and identities can gather and get to know one another, 

discuss their experience of sharing that identity, and support one another in a meaningful way.  

There is extensive evidence supporting the capacity of virtual communities to connect 

people and create a sense of belonging when done properly. One such piece of evidence 

addresses the value created in the LGBTQ+ community in the wake of the 2016 Orlando 

shooting, and how a whole identity group came together to grieve, discuss, and hold space for 

one another’s experience from afar (Jackson, 2017). This study explores the nature of virtual 

identity groups and the way that they can help one another heal and grow. While obviously this 

example is in response to a heartbreaking tragedy, it still highlights the value that can be 

contributed to communities by engaging on a virtual platform. Moreover, in a world plagued 

with social identity threat, doing more to uplift and support historically marginalized 

communities is deeply necessary, and can convey to those communities that their team and their 

organization is committed to their well-being and growth. Actions like creating ERGs and giving 

a voice to the historically voiceless can make a massive contribution to the sense of belonging 

felt in an organization by both those being uplifted by these actions directly, and those who take 

pride in their organization’s commitment to equity and inclusion.  

One of the biggest contributors to feeling a sense of belonging within virtual community 

spaces is having trust (Blanchard & Markus, 2002). In addition to being an essential ingredient 

for high-quality connections, trust is critical for creating a sense of belonging in community, and 

the virtual world is no different (K.-A. Allen et al., 2021).  As with every intervention in this 

paper, the aim of creating a virtual communal space as I suggest it is to nurture a sense of 

inclusion and belonging among members of an organization. There are many different ways to 

build trust, but one of the most critical ways to do so is to safely express vulnerability within a 
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community (Hogg, 2007). To this end, when curating a workplace virtual community, leaders 

ought to set a precedent and once again lead by example in the form of expressing vulnerability 

and demonstrating to their community that they, too, are human. Demonstrating vulnerability, 

and more importantly creating trust, in leadership can inspire community members to share 

vulnerably, and can make organizational leaders more accessible and able to have better working 

relationships, which, in turn, inspires a sense of belonging in organizations (Krot & Lewicka, 

2012). 

Limitations 

 As with any scientific endeavor, it is of vital importance to evaluate the limitations of 

what I have suggested here, as well as the limitations of the concepts as a whole. The first 

limitation that I must acknowledge within my own work and suggestions is that, while many of 

my interventions are based on similar work and reasonably comparable interventions, the ones 

that I have suggested are my own creations, substantiated by research, but largely undeployed. I 

make note many times of the necessity of flexibility and adaptiveness in crafting and 

implementing these suggestions because it is important to view what I have laid out here as 

waypoints towards a culture of belonging, not as gospel. Further examination of the value of 

these interventions should be executed along with their implementation to see what creates the 

most value for your organization.  

 Another limitation to the works that I suggest is the infancy of the study of belonging. 

While Maslow’s Hierarchy suggested the need to belong as a fundamental human need, the 

science that explores the human need to belong to something bigger than oneself and the value 

that it contributes to well-being is still relatively new and is expanding in scope and validity 

every day. While I stand behind my suggestions, it is important that if one is seeking to create a 
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culture of belonging in their workplace, that they examine the new research, newly created 

interventions, and rapidly emerging ideas within the field of study that is the psychology of 

belonging. As with any cutting-edge science, even the most effective ideas can be refined and 

improved upon by research and new data that emerges.  

 Going along with the above is a limitation that is present in much of positive psychology. 

Sample sizes and the scope of most research could be broader in order to demonstrate a higher 

degree of validity. While this does not undermine the value of the research or the concepts upon 

which it is based, this also factors in to the above point about the evolution of the field and how 

it will constantly grow and change. Positive psychology interventions can be very effective 

without necessarily having large experimental groups, but some may not view this as such, and 

the new and expansive nature of the field may provide fodder for skeptics. This is not an invalid 

viewpoint, and those who doubt the value of these interventions and this science may wish to 

utilize more heavily researched ideas or practices. This will be true of not only this topic 

(belonging), but of much of positive psychology. Skeptics of the science will likely require 

further scientific convincing. 

Conclusion 

 In this piece I have given a brief overview of my own passion for the study and practice 

of building belonging, a cursory introduction to the science of positive psychology, a review of 

some of the most pertinent research and existing interventions in circulation for creating 

nourishing cultures of belonging in the workplace, and my own crafted, research-informed 

interventions for how to maximize community and belonging in your workplace. The study of 

belonging is one that has become more and more prevalent in the modern scientific conversation, 

as well as in organizational psychology and business development conversations. As the research 
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continues to be done and refined, it will become more and more clear that having a culture of 

belonging in the workplace is a necessity for organizational well-being. My goal with this body 

of work is to make this science and these ideas more easily digestible so that I can better spread 

the message of the value of belongingness.  

 Belonging is defined as strong, stable interpersonal relationships in which there are 

frequent, non-aversive interactions within an ongoing relationship (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). 

It is a fundamental human need that spans interpersonal necessities, evolutionary development, 

and collective well-being. Community doesn’t just enrich lives, though, it can save them. As I 

described in the very beginning of this paper, my life was in complete wreckage at the age of 20. 

When I entered the 12-step community, I didn’t feel l had a place, an identity, or a future. They 

held me, and loved me until I could learn to walk again. The love and support I received from 

that community forever changed my life for the better, and set me on the path of researching, 

teaching, and building belonging. Through my time with MAPP I have learned a few key things 

about how to do just that.  

 I’ve learned about high-quality connections, and how having reverent, reciprocal, and 

supportive interpersonal relationships can enrich one’s wellbeing. I’ve learned about how 

Appreciative Inquiry can be utilized with gratitude as a springboard to help solidify the 

communal nature of an organization. I’ve learned about the importance of play, laughter, and 

self-expression in building relationships and community, as well as in nurturing a personal sense 

of well-being. From these learnings I have crafted my own ideas for how to best embrace those 

relationships in a way that can strengthen communities and push them from surviving to fully 

thriving. It is my hope that these ideas can help inspire organizational leaders to vitalize their 

communities and embrace the human need to belong.  
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 In a world that has been rocked by distance and isolation, particularly in the last two and 

a half years, but even more broadly throughout the lifespan of social technologies, these 

principles and practices are more important than ever. With workforces spread all over the world, 

people becoming acclimated to working from their homes, and remote learning and working 

slowly becoming the norm, rather than the exception, it is vital to embrace the idea of belonging 

and to build bigger communities. There is a saying that when one has more, one should not build 

bigger walls, but instead a bigger table. Our collective well-being can be a thing of celebration 

and can enrich the lives of millions and more around the world if we turn towards the idea of 

lifting each other up and celebrating our similarities instead of tearing one another down and 

seeking out differences. It is my deepest wish for you, the reader, that this work, these concepts, 

and the field of positive psychology as a whole inspires you to bring more around you into your 

sphere and to seek out ways to enrich the lives of those who cross your path. We are stronger 

together, and there is great beauty to be found in what we co-create. I hope that you can take 

some of what I have written here out with you into the world and use it as the foundation on 

which to build your bigger table, and I hope that all of the seats around it are someday filled.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 40 

References 

 

Aanes, M. M., Mittelmark, M. B., & Hetland, J. (2010). Interpersonal Stress and Poor Health: 

The Mediating Role of Loneliness. European Psychologist, 1, 3. 

Aarrestad, M., Brøndbo, M. T., & Carlsen, A. (2015). When Stakes are High and Guards are 

Low: High-quality Connections in Knowledge Creation: High-quality Connections in 

Knowledge Creation. Knowledge and Process Management, 22(2), 88–98. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/kpm.1469 

Algoe, S. B., Haidt, J., & Gable, S. L. (2008). Beyond reciprocity: Gratitude and relationships in 

everyday life. Emotion, 8(3), 425–429. https://doi.org/10.1037/1528-3542.8.3.425 

Al-Khouja, M., Weinstein, N., Ryan, W., & Legate, N. (2022). Self-expression can be authentic 

or inauthentic, with differential outcomes for well-being: Development of the authentic 

and inauthentic expression scale (AIES). Journal of Research in Personality, 97, 104191. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrp.2022.104191 

Allen, D. G., & Shanock, L. R. (2013). Perceived organizational support and embeddedness as 

key mechanisms connecting socialization tactics to commitment and turnover among new 

employees. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 34(3), 350–369. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/job.1805 

Allen, K.-A., Svendsen, G. T., Marwan, S., & Arslan, G. (2021). Trust and Belonging in 

Individual and Organizational Relationships. In M. Anthony Camilleri (Ed.), Strategic 

corporate communication in the digital age (pp. 19–31). Emerald Publishing Limited. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/978-1-80071-264-520211002 



 41 

Antonsich, M. (2010). Searching for Belonging – An Analytical Framework. Geography 

Compass, 4(6), 644–659. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-8198.2009.00317.x 

APA Dictionary of Psychology. (n.d.). Retrieved July 27, 2022, from https://dictionary.apa.org/ 

Atkins, L. C., Giunti, M., & Smith, A. (n.d.). Policy Point-Counterpoint: Can Colleges and 

Universities Maintain High Quality Connections with Students through Virtual 

Platforms? 15.  

Baccash, C., Fahoome, C. Ross, J., Wo, L (2022). Towards Resilience: Enhancing Mental Well-

Being of University Students Through a Positive Psychology Approach [Unpublished 

manuscript]. Department of Positive Psychology, University of Pennsylvania 

Bailey, E. R., Matz, S. C., Youyou, W., & Iyengar, S. S. (2020). Authentic self-expression on 

social media is associated with greater subjective well-being. Nature Communications, 

11(1), 4889. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-18539-w 

Baker, W., & Dutton, J. (2006). Enabling positive social capital in organizations. Exploring 

positive relationships at Work, 325–345. 

Baumeister, R. F., & Vohs, K. D. (2002). The pursuit of meaningfulness in life. In Handbook of 

positive psychology (pp. 608–618). Oxford University Press. 

Bennett, M. P., & Lengacher, C. (2008). Humor and Laughter May Influence Health: III. 

Laughter and Health Outcomes. Evidence-Based Complementary and Alternative 

Medicine, 5(1), 37–40. https://doi.org/10.1093/ecam/nem041 

Blanchard, A. L., & Markus, M. L. (2002). Sense of virtual community—Maintaining the 

experience of belonging. Proceedings of the 35th Annual Hawaii International 

Conference on System Sciences, 3566–3575. https://doi.org/10.1109/HICSS.2002.994449 

Block, P. (2018). Community: The structure of belonging. Berrett-Koehler Publishers. 



 42 

Chhajer, R., & Dutta, T. (2021). Gratitude as a mechanism to form high-quality connections at 

work: Impact on job performance. International Journal of Indian Culture and Business 

Management, 22(1), 1–18. https://doi.org/10.1504/IJICBM.2021.112613 

Chisman, E., & Brooks, R. (2018). The interplay between being and belonging through 

meditation: A grounded theory methods study. Journal of Occupational Science, 25(4), 

542–553. https://doi.org/10.1080/14427591.2018.1514320 

Cockshaw, W., & Shochet, I. (2007). Organisational Connectedness and Well-being. In K. 

Moore (Ed.), Psychology Making an Impact: Proceedings of the 42nd Conference of the 

Australian Psychological Society (pp. 83–87). Australian Psychological Society. 

https://eprints.qut.edu.au/13156/ 

Cockshaw, W., Shochet, I., & Obst, P. (2014). Depression and belongingness in general and 

workplace contexts: A cross-lagged longitudinal investigation. Journal of Social and 

Clinical Psychology, 33(5), 448–462. 

Cooper, C., & Sosik, J. J. (2012). The Laughter Advantage: Cultivating High-quality 

Connections and Workplace Outcomes Through Humor. In The oxford handbook of 

positive organizational scholarship. Oxford University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199734610.013.0036 

Cooperrider, D. L., & Whitney, D. (2000). A Positive Revolution in Change: Appreciative 

Inquiry. In Handbook of organizational behavior, revised and expanded (2nd ed.). 

Routledge. 

Di Fabio, A., Palazzeschi, L., & Bucci, O. (2017). Gratitude in Organizations: A Contribution for 

Healthy Organizational Contexts. Frontiers in Psychology, 8. 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.02025 



 43 

Dutton, J. E. (2003). Energize your workplace: how to create and sustain high-quality 

connections at work. John Wiley & Sons. 

Ellemers, N., Haslam, S. A., Platow, M. J., & van Knippenberg, D. (2003). Social identity at 

work: Developments, debates, directions. In Social identity at work: Developing theory 

for organizational practice (pp. 3–26). Psychology Press. 

Esfahani-Smith, E. (2017). The power of meaning: crafting a life that matters. Penguin Canada. 

Ettman, C. K., Abdalla, S. M., Cohen, G. H., Sampson, L., Vivier, P. M., & Galea, S. (2020). 

Prevalence of Depression Symptoms in US Adults Before and During the COVID-19 

Pandemic. JAMA Network Open, 3(9), e2019686. 

https://doi.org/10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.19686 

Everett, A. (n.d.). Benefits and Challenges of Fun in the Workplace. 25(1), 10. 

Ewbank, A. D. (2011). Values-Oriented Factors Leading to Retention of School Librarian 

Positions: A School District Case Study. School Library Media Research, 14. 

https://libproxy.berkeley.edu/login?qurl=https%3a%2f%2fsearch.ebscohost.com%2flogin

.aspx%3fdirect%3dtrue%26db%3deric%26AN%3dEJ926867%26site%3deds-live 

Fitzgerald, K., & Green, M. C. (2022). Stories for Good: Transportation into Narrative Worlds. 

In L. Tay & J. O. Pawelski (Eds.), The oxford handbook of the positive humanities (pp. 

221–232). Oxford University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190064570.013.30 

Gonot-Schoupinsky, F. N., Garip, G., Sheffield, D., Omar, O. M., & Arora, T. (2020). 

Prescribing laughter to ameliorate mental health, sleep, and wellbeing in university 

students: A protocol for a feasibility study of a randomised controlled trial. 



 44 

Contemporary Clinical Trials Communications, 20, 100676. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.conctc.2020.100676 

Gonzalez, J. A., Ragins, B. R., Ehrhardt, K., & Singh, R. (2016). Friends and Family: The Role 

of Relationships in Community and Workplace Attachment. Journal of Business and 

Psychology, 1. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10869-016-9476-3 

Granovetter, M. S. (1973). The Strength of Weak Ties. American Journal of Sociology, 78(6), 

1360–1380. 

Hafermalz, E., & Riemer, K. (2016). The Work of Belonging through Technology in Remote 

Work: A Case Study in Tele-nursing. 

Haslam, S. A., Jetten, J., & Waghorn, C. (2009). Social identification, stress and citizenship in 

teams: A five-phase longitudinal study. Stress and Health, 25(1), 21–30. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/smi.1221 

Hogg, M. A. (2007). Social Identity and the Group Context of Trust: Managing Risk and 

Building Trust through Belonging. In Trust in Risk Management. Routledge. 

Hrdy, S. B. (2007). Evolutionary context of human development: The cooperative breeding 

model. In Family relationships: An evolutionary perspective (pp. 39–68). Oxford 

University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195320510.003.0003 

Jackson, S. D. (2017). “Connection is the antidote”: Psychological distress, emotional 

processing, and virtual community building among LGBTQ students after the Orlando 

shooting. Psychology of Sexual Orientation and Gender Diversity, 4(2), 160–168. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/sgd0000229 

Keltner, D. (2009). Born to be good: The science of a meaningful life. W. W. Norton & 

Company. 



 45 

Kemeny, M. E. (2003). The Psychobiology of Stress. Current Directions in Psychological 

Science, 12(4), 124–129. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8721.01246 

Kim, S.-W., & Lee, M.-S. (1999). Relationship between Clothing Behavior & Depressive Mood. 

Journal of Korean Neuropsychiatric Association, 1245–1253. 

Krot, K., & Lewicka, D. (2012). THE IMPORTANCE OF TRUST IN MANAGER-

EMPLOYEE RELATIONSHIPS. International Journal of Electronic Business 

Management, 10, 224–233. 

Lambert, L., Passmore, H.-A., & Holder, M. D. (2015). Foundational frameworks of positive 

psychology: Mapping well-being orientations. Canadian Psychology/Psychologie 

Canadienne, 56(3), 311–321. https://doi.org/10.1037/cap0000033 

Lee, M.-A., & Kawachi, I. (2019). The keys to happiness: Associations between personal values 

regarding core life domains and happiness in South Korea. PLOS ONE, 14(1), e0209821. 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0209821 

Linley, P. A., Harrington, S., Garcea, N., & Page, N. (2010). Oxford handbook of positive 

psychology and work. Oxford University Press. 

Lyubomirsky, S. (2008). The how of happiness: a scientific approach to getting the life you 

want. Penguin. 

Madrigal, D. V., Oracion, E. G., & Temporosa, M. A. M. (2018). Workplace Core Values and 

Organizational Commitment of Basic Education Teachers in a Philippine Catholic 

University. Journal of Institutional Research South East Asia, 16(1), 26. 

Maier, S. F., & Seligman, M. E. (1976). Learned helplessness: Theory and evidence. Journal of 

Experimental Psychology: General, 105(1), 3–46. https://doi.org/10.1037/0096-

3445.105.1.3 



 46 

Mathew, H. E., & Vijayalakshmi, V. (2017). Changing Definitions of Work and Play: 

Importance of Workplace Humour. Psychological Studies, 62(1), 12–20. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12646-017-0395-9 

Müceldili, B., Erdil, O., Akgün, A. E., & Keskin, H. (2015). Collective Gratitude: Positive 

Organizational Scholarship Perspective. International Business Research, 8(8), p92. 

https://doi.org/10.5539/ibr.v8n8p92 

Ng, T. W. H. (2016). Embedding Employees Early On: The Importance of Workplace Respect. 

Personnel Psychology, 69(3), 599–633. https://doi.org/10.1111/peps.12117 

Nietzsche, F. W. (1907). Beyond good and evil: prelude to a philosophy of the future. 

Macmillan. 

Osofsky, J. D., Osofsky, H. J., & Mamon, L. Y. (2020). Psychological and social impact of 

COVID-19. Psychological Trauma: Theory, Research, Practice, and Policy, 12(5), 468–

469. https://doi.org/10.1037/tra0000656 

Petrich, N. (2015). Book Clubs: Conversations Inspiring Community. I.e.: Inquiry in Education, 

7(1). https://digitalcommons.nl.edu/ie/vol7/iss1/4 

Prilleltensky, I., & Prilleltensky, O. (2021). How people matter: why it affects health, happiness, 

love, work, and society. Cambridge University Press. 

Putnam, R. D., & Putnam, P. and I. M. P. of P. P. R. D. (2000). Bowling alone: the collapse and 

revival of American community. Simon and Schuster. 

Qin, Y., Qu, S., Yan, J., & Wan, X. (2015). The Role of Life Satisfaction and Coping Style in the 

Relationship between Gratitude and School Belonging. 129–135. 

https://doi.org/10.2991/icemet-15.2015.29 



 47 

Rahmi, F. (2019). Happiness at Workplace. International Conference of Mental Health, 

Neuroscience, and Cyber-Psychology, 32–40. https://doi.org/10.32698/25255  

Ross, J. (2020). Belonging in the Workplace: An Interdisciplinary Investigation [Unpublished 

manuscript]. Interdisciplinary Studies Department, University of California, Berkeley 

Ryff, C. D., & Singer, B. (2014). Interpersonal Flourishing: A Positive Health Agenda for the 

New Millennium. In Personality and Social Psychology Review. Psychology Press. 

Seligman, M. E. P. (2006). Learned optimism: how to change your mind and your life. Vintage 

Books. 

Seligman, M. E. P., & Peterson, C. (2003). Positive clinical psychology. In A psychology of 

human strengths: Fundamental questions and future directions for a positive psychology 

(pp. 305–317). American Psychological Association. https://doi.org/10.1037/10566-021 

Steinkuehler, C. A., & Williams, D. (2006). Where Everybody Knows Your (Screen) Name: 

Online Games as “Third Places.” Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 11(4), 

885–909. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1083-6101.2006.00300.x 

Stephens, J. P., Heaphy, E., & Dutton, J. E. (2011). High-quality connections. Oxford University 

Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199734610.013.0029 

Sundet, J., & Carlsen, A. (2019). Sweet dreams (are made of this): Cultivating relational agency 

through high-quality connections in the workplace. Creating Psychologically Healthy 

Workplaces, 251–269. 

Taylor, H. O., Taylor, R. J., Chatters, L., & Nguyen, A. W. (2018). Social Isolation, Depression, 

and Psychological Distress Among Older Adults. Journal of Aging & Health, 30(2), 229–

246. https://doi.org/10.1177/0898264316673511 



 48 

Thompson, A. K. (2016, August 16). What Percentage of Your Life Will You Spend at Work? 

ReviseSociology. https://revisesociology.com/2016/08/16/percentage-life-work/ 

Turkle, S. (2017). Alone together: why we expect more from technology and less from each 

other. Basic Books. 

Wakefield, J. R. H., Sani, F., Madhok, V., Norbury, M., Dugard, P., Gabbanelli, C., Arnetoli, M., 

Beconcini, G., Botindari, L., Grifoni, F., Paoli, P., & Poggesi, F. (2017). The 

Relationship Between Group Identification and Satisfaction with Life in a Cross-Cultural 

Community Sample. Journal of Happiness Studies, 18(3), 785–807. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-016-9735-z 

Waller, L. (2020). Fostering a Sense of Belonging in the Workplace: Enhancing Well-Being and 

a Positive and Coherent Sense of Self. In S. Dhiman (Ed.), The Palgrave handbook of 

workplace well-being (pp. 1–27). Springer International Publishing. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-02470-3_83-1 

West, S. E., Hoff, E., & Carlsson, I. (2016). Play and Productivity: Enhancing the Creative 

Climate at Workplace Meetings with Play Cues. American Journal of Play, 9(1), 71–86. 

Whitney, D., & Cooperrider, D. (2011). Appreciative inquiry: a positive revolution in change. 

ReadHowYouWant.com. 

Wood, A. M., Froh, J. J., & Geraghty, A. W. A. (2010). Gratitude and well-being: A review and 

theoretical integration. Clinical Psychology Review, 30(7), 890–905. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2010.03.005 

Yuval-Davis, N. (2006). Belonging and the politics of belonging. Patterns of Prejudice, 40(3), 

197–214. https://doi.org/10.1080/00313220600769331 

 


	Building Belonging
	

	Building Belonging
	Abstract
	Keywords
	Disciplines

	tmp.1662741325.pdf.HSUP9

