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Culture of Belonging

Framework Explained

This framework illustrates what is needed to build a culture of belonging in organizations
based on Brandon Hall Group™ research. It takes a holistic approach through four
interconnected phases that work together to transform organizational culture.

Organizations should establish a solid foundation through thoughtful assessment and
strategic planning. This crucial first phase includes:

Strategic imperative. Recognition that belonging extends beyond traditional
diversity metrics and directly impacts business performance. Research shows that
organizations that excel in creating cultures of belonging consistently outperform
their peers in key business metrics.

Value assessment. Evaluation of how belonging contributes to competitive
advantage through talent attraction, innovation capability, and marketplace
positioning. This assessment helps quantify the potential impact on concrete
business outcomes.

Business case. Documentation of tangible benefits, improved talent retention,
increased innovation and enhanced competitive position. The business case serves
as both justification and a roadmap for investment in belonging initiatives.

Cultural assessment. Using both quantitative surveys and qualitative methods to
establish a baseline understanding of the current state. This assessment reveals
gaps between leadership perceptions and employee experiences.
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Structure

With the assessment complete, the focus shifts to building infrastructure that can
support sustainable change — not merely superficial programs that fade after initial
enthusiasm. During this pivotal second phase, you need:

» Governance structures. Formal committees, roles and decision-making bodies that
oversee belonging initiatives with cross-functional representation to ensure initiatives
remain connected to core business objectives rather than siloed in HR.

» Infrastructure development. Establishment of supporting systems, technologies
and resources needed for successful implementation, including platforms that help
track and measure belonging metrics alongside other business data.

» Communication strategies. Development of clear messaging frameworks tailored
to different organizational levels and functions, recognizing that belonging manifests
differently across various roles and departments.

» Cross-functional teams. Formation of diverse teams focused on specific belonging
initiatives to ensure broad organizational representation and prevent the echo
chamber effect that can occur when initiatives are developed in isolation.

Implementation

The rubber meets the road during implementation, where theoretical models transform
into tangible experiences. Organizations that excel in this third phase focus on:

» Pilot programs. Testing approaches in selected areas before broader organizational
rollout to refine methods and build success stories. These pilots allow organizations
to learn and adjust before scaling, significantly increasing the chances of success.

P Training and awareness. Educational initiatives that build understanding of
belonging across all organizational levels, with different learning journeys for different
roles to address the unique responsibilities at each level.

» Feedback mechanism. Channels for stakeholders to report concerns, ask
questions, and provide input on belonging initiatives. These mechanisms capture
valuable insights into everyday experiences that might otherwise go unnoticed.

P Scaling initiatives. Thoughtfully expanding successful programs across the
organization with adjustments based on feedback and measured results. Effective
scaling requires flexibility rather than rigid standardization to account for different
contexts.
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Sustainability

The true test of belonging initiatives isn’t their initial impact but their enduring influence
on organizational culture. Succeeding in this final phase requires:

» Metrics integration. Incorporating belonging metrics into regular business
processes and performance evaluations with the same prominence as traditional
performance indicators to ensure cultural priorities remain visible.

» Continuous improvement. Establishing processes for ongoing development and
adaptation as organizational needs evolve, rather than viewing belonging as a
“solved problem” once initial initiatives are complete.

» Accountability. Creating permanent accountability mechanisms at all levels,
potentially linking belonging outcomes to leadership evaluation and compensation
structures to create tangible consequences.

» Measurement frameworks. Developing sophisticated systems that track both
leading indicators (psychological safety, inclusion behaviors) and lagging indicators
(retention, promotion equity, innovation metrics) to provide a comprehensive view of
progress.
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Strategic Components

These critical strategic components form the foundation for a sustainable culture
of belonging.

Data and Analytics

» Integrated systems. Provide real-time insights into belonging metrics and their
connection to business outcomes, revealing patterns and correlations that might not
be immediately apparent.

» Measurement frameworks. Developing sophisticated systems that track both
leading indicators (psychological safety, inclusion behaviors) and lagging indicators
(retention, promotion equity, innovation metrics).

» Metrics integration. Incorporating belonging metrics into regular business
processes and performance evaluations with the same prominence as traditional
performance indicators.

» Continuous improvement. Establishing data-driven processes for ongoing
development and adaptation as organizational needs evolve, rather than viewing
belonging as a “solved problem” once initial initiatives are complete.

Leadership

P Authenticity. Visible in transparent decision-making and consistency between
stated values and behaviors. Leaders in high-belonging cultures model inclusive
practices and create space for others to be authentic.

» Accountability. Creating permanent accountability mechanisms at all levels,
potentially linking belonging outcomes to leadership evaluation and compensation
structures to create tangible consequences.

» Governance structures. Formal committees, roles and decision-making bodies that
oversee belonging initiatives with cross-functional representation to ensure initiatives
remain connected to core business objectives.

» Strategic imperative. Recognition that belonging extends beyond traditional
diversity metrics and directly impacts business performance through talent attraction,
innovation capability, and marketplace positioning.
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» Cross-functional teams. Formation of diverse teams focused on specific belonging
initiatives to ensure broad organizational representation and prevent the echo
chamber effect that can occur when initiatives are developed in isolation.

Inclusion

» Employee psychological safety. Creating environments where authentic
expression and willingness to take appropriate risks are encouraged, leading to
increased participation and diverse viewpoints.

» Connection and community. Building cross-functional relationships and strong
employee networks that reduce siloing between departments and increase
collaboration across traditional boundaries.

» Equitable access to opportunity. Ensuring diverse leadership pipelines and
balanced representation in high-visibility assignments, where development
opportunities are distributed based on capability rather than affinity.

Technology

» Technological integration. Solutions that support belonging initiatives through
improved communication, connection, and measurement capabilities when
thoughtfully deployed to enhance rather than replace human connections.

» Infrastructure development. Establishment of supporting systems, technologies
and resources needed for successful implementation, including platforms that help
track and measure belonging metrics.

» Feedback mechanisms. Technology-enabled channels for stakeholders to report
concerns, ask questions, and provide input on belonging initiatives, capturing
valuable insights into everyday experiences.

» Communication strategies. Development of clear messaging frameworks tailored
to different organizational levels and functions, recognizing that belonging manifests
differently across various roles.
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Success Indicators

Key metrics demonstrating effective implementation of a culture of belonging:

» Employee psychological safety. Measured through authentic expression and
willingness to take appropriate risks. Visible in increased participation, diverse
viewpoints in discussions and earlier identification of issues and opportunities.

Tracking mechanisms: Pulse surveys with psychological safety questions, tracking of
speaking time distribution in meetings, participation rates in ideation sessions, and
analysis of when issues are reported versus when they occur.

» Connection and community. Evidenced by cross-functional relationships and
strong employee networks. Successful organizations show reduced siloing between
departments and increased collaboration across traditional boundaries.

Tracking mechanisms: Organizational network analysis, cross-departmental project
participation metrics, voluntary mentorship program engagement, and employee
resource group membership and activity levels.

» Equitable access to opportunity. Reflected in diverse leadership pipelines and
balanced representation in high-visibility assignments. Organizations succeed when
development opportunities are distributed based on capability rather than affinity.

Tracking mechanisms: Demographic analysis of promotion rates, high-potential
program participation, project assignment diversity metrics and comparison of
performance ratings versus advancement opportunities across groups.

» Organizational agility. Demonstrated through enhanced innovation and
adaptability. When diverse perspectives are fully leveraged, organizations respond
more effectively to challenges and implement changes with greater buy-in.

Tracking mechanisms: Time-to-implementation for change initiatives, innovation
metrics (patents, new products, process improvements), diversity of solution sets
presented for challenges, and change adoption rates.
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» Leadership authenticity. Visible in transparent decision-making and consistency

between stated values and behaviors. Leaders in high-belonging cultures model
inclusive practices and create space for others to be authentic.

Tracking mechanisms: 360-degree feedback scores on trust and transparency
dimensions, leadership communication effectiveness surveys, measurements of
value-behavior alignment, and psychological safety differences across teams.

» Holistic well-being. Evidenced by sustainable performance patterns and
appropriate work-life integration. Organizations with strong belonging cultures show
reduced burnout indicators and more consistent utilization of well-being resources.

Tracking mechanisms: Absence rates, engagement survey wellbeing scores,
utilization of preventive health benefits, work-hour pattern analysis, and voluntary
turnover due to burnout indicators.
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Alan Mellish (alan.mellish@brandonhall.com) wrote this report. He has spent the
past 14 years serving the HCM community as an industry analyst and marketing
strategist. Alan has run industry conferences, built original research, and worked
in agencies to build HR tech brands. As a Principal Analyst for Brandon Hall
Group™, Alan draws on his experience to raise the bar for HCM expertise and
build market share for top tier HR solutions providers.

Claude Werder (claude.werder@brandonhall.com) contributed to this report. He
is Senior Vice President and Principal Analyst at Brandon Hall Group™. Claude
contributes insights in all areas of human capital management and shapes and

refines content for research reports, blogs and virtual and live events.

Michael Rochelle (michael.rochelle@brandonhall.com) contributed to this report.
He is Chief Strategy Officer and Principal Analyst at Brandon Hall Group™.
Michael has more than 30 years’ experience in HR, IT, sales, marketing, business
development, and strategic and financial planning in Fortune 500 and venture-
backed start-up organizations.

Mike Cooke (mike.cooke @brandonhall.com) is CEO and Principal Analyst at
Brandon Hall Group™. Mike has more than 20 years’ experience in human capital
management and the research, software and technology industries. Before
running Brandon Hall Group™, Mike was co-founder of AC Growth, a research
and consulting firm, and VP and General Manager of Field Operations at Bersin &
Associates, a global analyst and consulting services firm in all areas of HCM.

Rachel Cooke (rachel.cooke@brandonhall.com) is the Chief Operating Officer
and Principal Analyst at Brandon Hall Group™. As the COO, Rachel oversees
client and member advisory services, design strategies, annual awards programs,
conferences, and project management functions.

Ger Fajardo (geraldine.fajardo @brandonhall.com) designed this report. Ger is
an art director who has 8+ years of working experience in the design industry.
She specializes in branding, illustration, motion graphics, and photography. As a
graphic designer at Brandon Hall Group™, she handles all design-related tasks.
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About Brandon Hall Group™

With more than 10,000 clients globally and more than 30 years of delivering world-
class research and advisory services, Brandon Hall Group™ is focused on developing
research that drives performance in emerging and large organizations, and provides
strategic insights for executives and practitioners responsible for growth and business

results.

Professional Certifications

Self-paced certification
programs. Virtual group
sessions for companies.
In-person conferences
and summits.

Excellence Awards
Four annual programs
recognize the best
organizations that have

Membership
Individual and Enterprise Membership
Options: Includes research assets,

SOME WAYS
WE CAN HELP

successfully deployed programs
to achieve measurable results.

>y ENTERPRISE
A EXCELLENCE
CERTIFICATION PROGRAM

SMARTCHOICE®
PREFERRED
PROVIDER PROGRAM

X

advisory support, a client success
plan and more.

Advisory Offerings
Custom Research
Projects, including
surveys, focus group
interviews and Organization
Needs Assessment for
Transformation, Technology
Selection and Strategy.

>¢ AGENCY!
A BY BRANDON HALL
GROUP™

Recognizes the best HCM
programs that transform their
organization and achieves
breakthrough results. This
designation is a step above the
HCM Excellence Awards® which
focuses on one program within a
company. Enterprise Excellence is
a hybrid of award winners who are
also members.

Uniquely places HCM service and
technology companies at the top

of organizations’ consideration list
of vendors. It adds an unmatched
level of credibility based on

BHG’s twenty-eight-plus years

of experience in evaluating and
selecting the best solution providers
for leading organizations around the
world.

Provides comprehensive marketing
solutions for human capital
management solution providers.
We offer strategic services to
establish a strong foundation for
your marketing efforts.
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