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Aristotle, the ancient Greek philosopher, observed 
that man is by nature a social animal, and research 
continues to show that our need to belong to a social 
group is hardwired into our DNA (Macdonald & Leary, 
2005; Young, 2008). The fact that we spend nearly a 
third of our lives at work lends support to the idea that 
this need to belong applies in the workplace as well. 
Belonging in the workplace is not a one-time event or 
a single achievement; rather, it is the accumulation 
of experiences and interactions with managers, 
coworkers, and customers that make a person feel 
valued, accepted, and needed. Both George Floyd’s 
murder and the COVID-19 pandemic, each in different 
ways, reinforced the importance of belonging in 2020. 

Over the past several years, WSA has been able to 
closely study belonging both within and across  
real-world work organizations. WSA’s ongoing research 
program is dedicated to uncovering insights that build 
better workplace experiences for all employees. WSA 
released general belonging trends in An Analysis of 
Employee Experience Feedback as part of a larger 
employee experience trends study from earlier in 2022. 
We found that belonging is a top driver of engagement. 
In addition to its effects on individuals, it also has 
implications for the success of the organization as a 
whole. You can read more about WSA’s model and 
approach in Belonging: The Missing Piece of Diversity 
and Inclusion.

Belonging is Part of 
Our Nature
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Our current research focused on the single survey item: I feel 
as if I belong here. It is a core component of our three-item 
Belonging Index (which also includes the items, I feel as if I 
am part of a team, and I can be myself [authentic self] at 
work). The focus on a single item was due to the fact that 
being part of a team can be quite broad in nature, while being 
my authentic self is still used in too few projects to conduct 
reliable analyses. The results that follow are derived from our 
larger normative database (WSAdata), but the focus here 
is the United States and Canada. These countries represent 
a majority of the database, score relatively similarly, and 
have projects that usually include personal demographic 
information that is central to the current focus of study. 

Study Methodology

The resulting dataset includes information from 
329 client census surveys conducted from 2018 
to 2021, and includes over 2,000,000 employee 
respondents. Every major North American 
industry is represented, with the most prevalent 
being manufacturing (21%) and finance/ 
insurance (12%). 

The demographics of these respondents closely align with U.S. 
census data. The main exception is a higher representation of 
men, which is likely an artifact of the most prevalent industries 
(i.e., manufacturing and finance/insurance) also being 
generally composed of a greater proportion of men (Figure 
1). Our focus was keenly placed on the various intersections 
of belonging with race/ethnicity, gender identity, sexual 
orientation, and management level.
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Figure 1. Comparison of WSAdata to U.S. Census data
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The collective witnessing of George Floyd’s 
murder in May 2020 led to protests against the 
treatment of Black Americans by police, which 
brought discussions about Black Americans’ 
treatment from social justice circles to our 
broader society, including the workplace. 
Research has shown that Black employees 
generally report lower levels of satisfaction 
and higher levels of adverse treatment in the 
workplace (Bloomberg.com, 2022; Garrett, 2021; 
Hancock, Manyika, Williams, & Yee, 2021; Roberts 
& Mayo, 2019). In a 2021 McKinsey & Company 
report, Hancock and colleagues reported this 
inequality has resulted in a trust deficit for Black 
employees who feel much less like they can “be 
themselves” at work than their counterparts. 
Employees feeling they can be themselves is 
central to one’s sense of belonging. 

Race/Ethnicity Differences in Belonging

WSA research is consistent with the report from 
Hancock and colleagues and further supports 
the existence of an adverse experience for 
many Black employees in the workforce. 
WSAdata shows that belonging for Black 
employees (71% favorable) is significantly 
lower than for Asian (78%), Hispanic/Latino 
(77%), White (77%), and Indigenous North 
American (76%) populations. These differences 
reflect a substantially inconsistent workplace 
experience between the groups. In other 
comparisons, means testing revealed no 
significant differences in belonging between 
Indigenous North American, Asian, Hispanic/
Latino, or White employees. Figure 2 shows 
belonging differences by race/ethnicity. 

Figure 2. Belonging by race/ethnicity
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Differences in belonging are further amplified 
for Black women, who also face compounding 
discrimination due to their gender (see Figure 
3). While there are small differences by gender 
and race/ethnicity for Asian, Hispanic/Latino 
and White populations, there is a substantial 
4-point difference on belonging between Black 
men and women. 

An examination of key drivers of belonging 
revealed that similar to other employees, 
Black women’s belonging is impacted by how 
valued they feel and whether they feel they are 

Race/Ethnicity & Gender Differences in Belonging

a member of the team. And similar to what 
we saw with Black men, whether they can “be 
themselves” at work is not as important to a 
sense of belonging for Black women as it is 
for other groups. Perhaps, this is a protective 
measure taken as a result of experiencing 
high levels of microaggressions as explained 
by Holder and colleagues (2015). In one key 
area, WSA’s research has found that compared 
to other groups, belonging for Black women 
is more impacted by the belief that their 
employer provides an environment where 
people with diverse backgrounds can succeed.
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Figure 3. Belonging by race/ethnicity and gender

6



© 2023 Workforce Science Associates. All Rights Reserved. workforcescience.com

The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS, 2019) 
shows a large gap in representation of minority 
employees as management level increases. 
Figure 4, which details recent BLS data, shows 
Asian, Black, & Hispanic/Latino employees 
comprise 7%, 12%, and 18% of the US workforce, 
respectively. Meanwhile, White employees 
account for 78% of the workforce (Figure 4). 
When viewed across individual contributor  
and leader levels, White employees are  
over-represented in manager and above 
ranks, while Black and Hispanic/Latino 
employees are underrepresented. 

Race/Ethnicity by Management Level 

WSAdata shows a similar composition. Where 
management level was provided, White 
employees comprise 67% of the workforce in 
the database overall.b This number rises to 86% 
at the senior leader level. The only other group 
that had increased representation at higher 
levels is Asian employees, who comprise 5% 
overall, and 6% of senior leaders. In WSAdata, 
Black employees make up 12% of employees 
overall, but only 3% of senior leaders. Similarly, 
Hispanic/Latino employees are 15% overall, and 
represent only 4% of senior leaders in WSAdata. 
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We also wanted to investigate how belonging 
changes as management level increases. 
Unfortunately, our analysis was limited to 
individual contributors versus supervisors/ 
managers, as the representation of most 
groups is too small to reliably measure in 
higher management levels. WSA did, however, 

find that belonging generally increases with 
management level. Further, White employees 
experience the largest increase in belonging 
from individual contributor to manager roles 
with an increase of five points, versus a more 
modest 3- point difference for Asian and 
Hispanic/Latino employees (see Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Belonging by race/ethnicity and organization level
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Our previous belonging trends paper 
examined gender differences in experiences 
of belonging within their organization (An 
Analysis of Employee Experience Feedback). 
In general, we found generally consistent 
drivers of belonging for men and women. This 
finding was presented in conjunction with the 
understanding that women traditionally have 
significantly higher engagement scores than 
men (1.5 points greater), but are 1-point  

Gender Differences in Belonging

lower on belonging. Previous research also 
showed that items that relate to psychological 
safety were slightly lower for women, and that 
these items have slightly higher correlations 
with belonging for women. For women, 
belonging appears more dependent on 
feeling that they are safe to contribute and 
that their voice matters. For men, being seen 
and recognized has a relatively stronger 
relationship to belonging.
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While it is known that increasing representation 
of women at the uppermost levels of an 
organization may have many positive 
downstream impacts (Latura & Weeks, 2022), 
WSA was curious to see what the current 
representation of women looks like, and if 
their experiences of belonging differ from 
their male colleagues at four organizational 
levels: Individual contributors, managers 
and supervisors, mid-level managers, 

Gender Differences by Management Level

and senior leaders. As shown in Figure 6, 
WSAdata follows a similar trend to BLS data; 
women’s representation declines as you 
progress through higher organizational levels. 
Unfortunately, WSA had insufficient data at 
this time to investigate the experiences of 
individuals who identify as nonbinary but this is 
something we plan to study when enough data 
becomes available. 

WSA Dataset
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Figure 6. WSA and BLS representation for gender by organizational level
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Consistent with the race/ethnicity data, 
belonging scores by gender increase with 
management level. At the same time, we found 
that while scores differed slightly, there were 
no significant differences in the experience of 
belonging between genders within any of the 

Although the overall analysis reflects little 
differences between gender populations 
at each level, there are hints at a general 
dissatisfaction for women at the top. Of the 
91 survey items of which WSA has senior level 
data on (with topics ranging from engagement 
to safety to diversity to future vision), women 
at the senior level score lower than their male 
counterparts on 76% of those items. However, 
women in general score lower on only 47% of 
the items. A deeper dive shows that senior level 
women are five points lower than senior level 
men on 43% of the items, while more than  

four management levels (see Figure 7). At the 
individual contributor level, women’s belonging 
is slightly higher than men’s, whereas women 
in manager and above roles have slightly lower 
belonging than men. 

five points higher on just 3% of the items 
compared to their male colleagues. Not 
only are women in upper levels having an 
inferior experience, it is a significantly inferior 
experience in some areas. The items where 
women are most below senior level men 
measure perceptions of health and wellness, 
accountability/expectations, and diversity/
equity. The items where senior men are more 
than five points lower concern trust in business 
unit leadership, belief that their manager is 
an effective listener, and feeling supported to 
balance work and personal responsibilities. 

Figure 7: Belonging by gender and management level
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In addition to race/ethnicity, and gender, WSA was curious 
to see if LGBTQ+ employees have differing experiences of 
belonging, as compared to their heterosexual counterpart. 
This is especially critical in the current environment where, 
after having won significant human rights gains over the past 
few decades, new laws are challenging or eliminating those 
rights in many U.S. states. Unfortunately, most organizations 
do not currently have data on the sexual orientation of 
their employees. Yet increasingly, they are realizing the 
importance of capturing this information so they can monitor 
the experiences of this often-marginalized group. With the 
data on hand, we found that LGBTQ+ employees score six 
points lower on belonging compared to their heterosexual 
colleagues (see Figure 8). Due to insufficient data, WSA was 
not able to determine the top drivers of belonging for the 
LGBTQ+ population, but we remain hopeful this will change in 
subsequent years so that we may better understand  
what factors most greatly influence inclusion and belonging  
for this group. 

Sexual Orientation Differences in Belonging

Figure 8. Belonging by sexual orientation
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While it’s important to understand the differences regarding 
the extent to which employees feel like they belong to an 
organization, it’s also an imperative to identify what key topics 
are contributing to that sentiment. By running a key driver 
analysis, WSA found that regardless of identity group, feeling 
valued and being treated with dignity and respect are two 
of the top drivers of belonging. Whereas feeling valued is 
substantially less favorable for Hispanic/Latino employees, 
being treated with dignity and respect is scored much lower 
for Black employees compared to the other race/ethnicity 
groups (though near equally important). Helping employees 
who have not traditionally had a seat at the table feel valued 
and ensuring they are treated with respect regardless of 
background will likely lead to a significant positive impact on 
belonging for all employees. 

Further investigation of the data reveals meaningful differences 
across groups regarding the factors that are most influencing 
their sense of inclusion and belonging. For example, diversity 
and inclusion-related items are generally more important 
drivers for Black and Asian employees, such as the organization 
having a climate in which diverse perspectives are valued. 
While Black employees are found to be the least favorable 
regarding organizations valuing diverse perspectives, Asian 
employees are the most favorable. The result is a substantial 
13-point difference in the perceptions of these two groups. 
Compared to White and Hispanic/Latino, Black employees are 
generally less favorable in their perceptions that the company 
values their contributions. Interestingly, Asian employees also 
tend to be more favorable across several of the key drivers of 
belonging compared to other race/ethnicity groups. 

Overall Key Drivers of Belonging

12



© 2023 Workforce Science Associates. All Rights Reserved. workforcescience.com

Upon investigating the key drivers of 
belonging by gender, WSA found that for 
women, belonging is more dependent on 
feeling they are safe to voice their ideas and 
opinions, even when different from others, as 
well as feeling like anyone on their team can 
meet their full potential. For men, having the 
company recognize their contribution has 
a stronger relationship to belonging than it 
does for women. While there may be modest 
differences in rank ordering of key drivers of 
belonging by gender, there tend to be small 
differences in perceptions. The key driver with 
the greatest difference between genders is 
feeling that the individual differences they 

bring to the workplace are valued, with women 
scoring 7 points lower compared to their  
male colleagues. 

Overall, WSA found that while there are many 
similar drivers of belonging between race/ 
ethnicity, and gender groups there are also 
meaningful and important differences. For 
some key drivers, they are important regardless 
of identity. Yet there are also key drivers 
specific to each group that tend to impact their 
experience. Organizations can leverage the 
findings to take action on focused topics that 
will likely result in specific groups feeling more 
like they are included and belong.

Figure 9. Drivers of belonging by race/ethnicity
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Organizations should actively and consistently work to 
increase employees’ sense of belonging as it not only has 
personal benefits for employees, but also overall benefits for 
organizations through its relationship to engagement. For 
most organizations, the capacity to act on survey results is 
not unlimited. Therefore, WSA recommends (where possible) 
identifying key drivers of belonging that are important across 
race/ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, and other groups. 
BLS and WSAdata each show that White employees generally 
comprise the majority of the workforce for most organizations. 
As a consequence when reviewing data at a company overall 
level, the results may be disproportionately weighted by this 
group. This realization should be kept in mind, particularly when 
deciding upon the right actions to take. Conducting key driver 
analyses for each population can reveal common focus areas, 
and WSAdata demonstrates that it is indeed possible to identify 
general key drivers of belonging to act on that will help move 
the needle forward for all groups.

Most WSA clients routinely include measures of belonging as 
part of their annual engagement census survey. Another way 
to maximize the impact of this measurement is to search for 
drivers that impact both belonging and engagement across 
employee groups. However, before moving from analysis to 
action, it is important to take the additional step of involving 
employees in the discussion of potential action areas wherever 
and whenever possible. In some cases, Employee Resource 
Groups (ERGs) may be leveraged to assist in the process of 
building and maintaining a strong sense of belonging  
among employees. 

Recommendations
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Over the past couple of years, WSA has observed a 
significant shift and greater emphasis in understanding how 
various groups within organizations feel regarding inclusion 
and belonging. This is true not just for front-line employees, 
but more noticeably for senior leaders. Where diversity 
and inclusion was once a compliance and check-the-
box exercise for many organizations, it has now evolved to 
where not just the CHRO is concerned, but the entire C-suite 
(including the Board). Recent research by WSA has revealed 
many novel and important findings for how various groups 
tend to differ on their sense of inclusion and belonging within 
an organization, as well as evidence for what is most greatly 
impacting employees’ experience. 

Belonging shares many characteristics with how recognition 
best practices are applied in the workforce: We know it 
makes a big difference, but the way it is improved is different 
for everyone. Across race, gender, and managerial level, WSA 
sees a variety of belonging drivers, but they generally can be 
summarized as people want to feel valued. For employees of 
color, perceptions of equity and an effort to include diverse 
voices are more important than for White employees. 
Beyond that, differences tended to be small. To increase 
belonging, leaders need to get to know their employees, find 
out what is important to them, and discover ways to support  
employees to experience fulfillment and deliver their most 
valuable contributions to the success of the organization.

Conclusion
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implemented experience. In short, WSA improves workforce performance.

WSA believes in the power of applying the right science that is proven to make people 
and organizations successful. This includes measuring what matters and equipping 
leaders with the right solutions to motivate their people to want to work harder, stay 
longer, and care more. WSA has workforce performance down to a science.
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info@workforcescience.com
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