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Revised Edition Notes 
In March 2023, Over Zero and the American Immigration Council released the first national 
survey of belonging in the United States—The Belonging Barometer: The State of Belonging in 
America. This initial study created a new measure (The Belonging Barometer), designed and 
reported findings from a nationally representative survey, and demonstrated the connections 
between belonging and critical life outcomes. The report’s ideas and findings have been met with 
enthusiastic response and robust engagement, and we are grateful to the original author,  
Dr. Nichole Argo, and the original research team for their contributions, to our organizational 
partners for their consultation, and to readers and field leaders for their continuing engagement 
and work to foster belonging.

This new edition, completed by Over Zero in June 2024, updates and builds upon the foundational 
work of the first report. It includes the following additions, changes, and corrections: 

» Corrections and Changes:
• Due to the discovery of a dataset anomaly, descriptive statistics have been updated.
• The endnotes and citations have been updated throughout the report.
• The original report suggested that, in some life settings, when controlling for 

socioeconomic status, other key factors like race ceased to be associated with belonging. 
This finding has been corrected: While socioeconomic status predicts belonging most 
consistently, other demographic and individual factors continue to predict belonging 
across life settings.

• A typographical error in the original report led to a misreported finding about who tends 
to report being treated as “less than.” The corrected finding is that Americans who agree 
with having been treated as less than others tend to identify as non-white rather than as 
white. Also, in the original report respondents who selected that they neither agree nor 
disagree with having been treated as “less than” were included in the percentage of those 
who agreed that they had experienced this. The report has now provided disaggregated 
percentages and a corresponding chart.

• Due to concerns related to question validity, this edition removes reference to the finding 
that belonging is associated with a greater inclination to get to know others across lines of 
difference. Where applicable, it updates analyses on the relationship between belonging 
and respondents’ agreement that increasing neighborhood diversity is beneficial.

• An error in the response options for the questions regarding the diversity of one’s 
coworkers led to a false conclusion in the original report, and that finding has  
been removed.
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» Additions and Updates:
•  In the original report, family and friend belonging was presented as intimate belonging. To 

provide greater clarity, this report disambiguates the findings related to these two settings 
and adds new analyses, charts, and endnotes.

•  The endnotes now include more extensive notes on the statistical analyses performed.
•  A more detailed and navigable appendix, now called “Supplemental Materials,” has  

been provided.
•  Phrasing has been updated to match the survey and support further replication.
•  Charts have been updated to more clearly depict the relationship between belonging, 

various outcomes, and demographic/individual factors. In the original report, most of the 
charts depicted the estimated marginal means; they have been updated to reflect the 
underlying regressions. The accompanying text has been updated to match.  

We release this revised edition of the report as part of our commitment to interdisciplinary, cross-
sectoral learning and discovery and look forward to the ways it will further the collaboration and 
learning that was sparked by the original version across the field.
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Executive Summary
Belonging is a fundamental human need, and one that is linked to many of the most complex 
challenges of our time. Without a sense of belonging, individuals and communities suffer; with 
it, they thrive. Yet, because belonging is notoriously difficult to measure, it is often ignored when 
attempting to address the deep fractures in our societies.

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

In this report, we review the concept of belonging and introduce a new measure, the Belonging 
Barometer. We then describe initial findings based on a nationally representative survey regarding 
the relationship between the Belonging Barometer and health, democracy, and intergroup 
dynamics in the United States. Next, we report on the state of belonging across five life settings: 
family, friends, workplace, local community, and the nation. Lastly, we briefly discuss emerging 
themes and considerations for designing belonging interventions. We present findings from an 
exploratory analysis of the dataset and include statistically significant analyses regardless of effect 
sizes in the hopes that future researchers will continue expanding upon this work.  

Key Findings From This Report

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

influence decisions.

•  Belonging is vital for American society. Belonging Barometer scores were associated 
with critical life outcomes in health (e.g., better general health;1 increased life 
satisfaction;2 decreased pain,3 stress,4 and loneliness5), experiences in the workplace (e.g., 
increased retention6 and greater willingness to recommend one’s job7), social cohesion 
(e.g., higher satisfaction with local community;8 increased trust in one’s neighbors,9 other 
local residents,10 other Americans,11 local government,12 and U.S. government;13 more civic 
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engagement;14 increased confidence that residents’ involvement in their community 
can change the way it is run;15 more engagement with local social actions;16 decreased 
feelings of marginalization (as measured by fear of demographic change) at the local17 
and national levels;18 and more openness to diversity19), and democracy (e.g., greater 
satisfaction with life20 and democracy in the United States;21 increased support  
for democracy22). 

•  A majority of Americans experience non-belonging (ambiguity or exclusion) in the 
workplace, their local communities, and/or the nation. We use non-belonging as 
a cumulative term that includes people who ranked in the bottom two thirds of the 
Barometer measure, categorizing those who scored between 2.34 and 3.66 as unsure 
or ambiguous about whether they belong and those who scored between 1 and 2.33 
as experiencing exclusion. Sixty-four percent of Americans reported non-belonging 
in the workplace, 67% in the nation, and 74% in their local community. Further, 17% 
of Americans did not report experiencing belonging in any of the life settings that we 
measured, and a very small subset (0.6%) reported experiencing exclusion in all life 
settings. The lack of belonging may hold significant costs to individuals, institutions, and 
our society as a whole. At the same time, a majority of Americans (60%) reported family 
belonging, and a majority of Americans (57%) reported friend belonging.

• Socioeconomic status and other demographic factors are strongly associated with 
belonging. We found that across life settings Americans were more likely to report 
belonging if they also saw themselves as better off or much better off economically 
than the average American. Other associated factors included being older (for all life 
settings); identifying as a man vs. a woman (for family, nation, and workplace); and 
identifying as heterosexual (straight) vs. homosexual (gay), bi/pansexual, asexual, 
or queer (for family, friends, and nation). Belonging also correlated with race (local), 
and religion (family, local, national, and workplace).23,24,25,26,27 The association of 
socioeconomic status and other demographic factors with belonging suggests that 
belonging interventions—in families, workplaces, friend groups, local communities, 
and at the national level—would benefit from being designed with an eye towards the 
systemic factors that influence individual experiences.

•  A substantial percentage of Americans feel they are  treated as “less than others” 
in their daily lives. Specifically, 20% reported feeling treated as less than others when 
interacting with local law enforcement, 15% reported feeling treated as less than 
others when voting, 21% reported feeling treated as less than others when interacting 
with local elected officials, and 15% reported feeling treated as less than others when 
shopping at local stores. Experiencing indignities was associated with reporting less 
belonging across all life settings—not only in local communities, but also nationally, 
in the workplace, and even among friends and family.28 The Americans who reported 
being treated as “less than” tended to be younger, non-citizen immigrants, identify as 
non-white, identify as men, identify as not heterosexual (straight), and/or reported lower 
subjective socioeconomic status.29 People in the range of demographic categories who 
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reported being treated as “less than others” in their local communities suggests a broad 
social breakdown in civic norms and behavior, or at least the experience of such, among a 
wide set of groups. It also presents an opportunity for local communities to inquire about 
whether their residents experience indignity in daily interactions, and to seek to address 
any issues.

•  Our research suggests that belonging and diversity are related, an insight that 
will grow increasingly important as the United States becomes increasingly diverse. 
Americans with more diverse friendships reported higher levels of overall friendship 
belonging.30 Moreover, non-Hispanic white Americans living in ethnically/racially diverse 
neighborhoods reported less fear of demographic change as they experienced more 
local belonging.31 Our research suggests that there is a relationship between belonging 
and diversity, and we encourage future researchers and practitioners to explore this 
interaction more deeply. However, our survey also reveals that large percentages of 
Americans lack friendships with people of a different race/ethnicity, partisan affiliation, 
religion, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, or country of origin. 

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

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

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

The need to belong is among our most primal drives,32 shaping our personal, societal, and political 
experiences in the 21st-century. Indeed, scholars have linked some of the most complex challenges 
of our time—loneliness,33 caring for an aging population,34 various forms of social and political 
division,35 and school violence36—to belonging. Yet belonging is notoriously difficult to measure. 
As a result, it is often ignored when attempting to address the deep fractures in our societies, or is 
given only passing consideration—and rarely with a substantive evidence base.

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

This report reviews the concept of belonging and introduces a new measure, the Belonging 
Barometer. Then, based on findings from a nationally representative survey (n = 4,797), it reveals 
the ways in which the Belonging Barometer scores are associated with survey measures related to 
health and wellbeing experiences, attitudes towards democracy, and intergroup dynamics. Next, 
it reviews the state of belonging in America across five life settings—family, friends, workplace, 
local community, and the nation. It further explores two themes emerging from these data: the 
relationship between diversity and belonging and that belonging in one life setting correlates with 
belonging in other life settings. We close with a short introduction to belonging interventions.

The Roots of Belonging

In 1995, Baumeister and Leary (1995) advanced their “belonging hypothesis”: “that human beings 
have a pervasive drive to form and maintain at least a minimum quantity of lasting, positive, and 
significant interpersonal relationships” (p. 497).37 They contended that “belonging is not only good 
but that the desire to belong is a deeply rooted human motivation that, underpinned by our ancestral 
origins, permeates our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors” (Allen et al., 2021, p. 1134).38 Nearly 30 
years later, Baumeister reflected on the relevance of the “belonging hypothesis” in an interview 
stating, “the core point of the belongingness hypothesis is that people have an innate motivational 
drive to form and maintain interpersonal bonds with other people” (Allen et al., 2021, p. 1138).39 The 
need for belonging is integrally connected to how we perceive and pursue our life goals.40

In fact, our brains are wired for belonging, and we are psychologically primed to form positive 
emotional bonds before we are even born. In the womb, our hearts beat in tandem with those 
of our mothers41 and, when we’re born, our hormones and brain activity mirror our caregivers’ in 
a process called “biobehavioral synchrony.”42 This phenomenon lays the biological foundation 
from which empathy emerges later in life, and helps to shape our capacity to connect with others 
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in the future. These are among the reasons why some scholars have deemed belonging to be as 
important as our need for love43 and as necessary to our survival as food or water.44

As we will discuss later in this report, individuals who experience belonging are happier, healthier, 
and more resilient.45 They enjoy improved cognition, creativity, and performance, as well as 
bolstered immune systems, which protect them from stress and disease.46 Within wider society, 
belonging is associated with increased civic engagement and trust.47 And, at a time when we seek 
to strengthen our pluralistic practices in the United States, belonging may help to facilitate social
cohesion by improving individuals’ ability to process information that may be discordant with  
their worldview.48

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

…belonging is the key that unlocks the best in everyone. Kids who feel they belong learn 
better in school. Elders with a sense of belonging stay healthy and aware. Immigrants who 
belong thrive in their new communities. Having a sense of belonging leads to flourishing in 
every environment and group, big and small, from your home to the culture at large.49

Belonging & Othering

Research on belonging nearly always associates belonging with positive outcomes and  
non-belonging with negative ones. But this binary characterization is based on a snapshot of 
belonging relationships at a single moment. Since belonging is a need, those experiencing 
non-belonging will seek to fill it in some way. How one chooses to satisfy their need to belong 
could be harmful if done in a way that threatens their own 
healthy functioning or is detrimental to societal cohesion.50 
Think, for instance, of a drug addiction that is acquired because 
the drug enables a desperately needed sense of connection 
and wellbeing,51 or, of narratives where some form of societal 
exclusion served to push individuals toward belonging within an 
extremist community.52

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

In a world beset by seemingly intractable and overwhelming challenges, virtually every 
global, national, and regional conflict is wrapped within or organized around one or more 
dimension of group-based difference. Othering undergirds territorial disputes, sectarian 
violence, military conflict, the spread of disease, hunger and food insecurity, and even 
climate change.53

“Othering…is treating people from  
another group as essentially different  
from and generally inferior to the  
group you belong to.”  
   —Susie Wise 

For a longer definition and explanation,  
see john a. powell, “the mechanisms  
of othering.”

https://belonging.berkeley.edu/john-powell-keynote-mechanisms-othering
https://belonging.berkeley.edu/john-powell-keynote-mechanisms-othering
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Setting a boundary between “us” and “them” can often lead to a stronger sense of belonging 
within the “us.”54 But even without othering, moving closer to one group of people can often mean 
moving farther apart from another group, an observation that reminds us that belonging is not 
just dynamic (always changing) but sometimes also compensatory (e.g., in a life of limited time 
and energy, an increased investment and experience of belonging in one life setting may mean a 
decreased sense of belonging in another).

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

Why Create a Belonging Barometer?

Given widespread acknowledgment of the power of belonging within the social sciences, one 
might expect there to be a clear and shared definition for the term, or perhaps a standardized 
means of assessment. Unfortunately, neither is the case.55 Scientific research on belonging has 
developed in parallel across different disciplines and sectors, often leading to measures that are 
long and hyperspecific (e.g., tailored to the nursing profession, schools or sports teams, Anglican 
congregants, etc.) or that lack nuance (e.g., a one-item survey question).56 Thus, while
the past 30 years have produced striking findings about the many impacts of belonging (itself, 
or through adjacent constructs such as social connection, social cohesion, loneliness, isolation, 
rejection, or ostracization), neither the measures used nor the populations studied are easily 
comparable. We created the Belonging Barometer in an attempt to fill this need, and to provide 
richer, more nuanced insights about belonging.

Introducing the Belonging Barometer

As mentioned in the Roots of Belonging section above, upon reflection of their 1995 belonging 
hypothesis decades later, Roy Baumeister in a 2021 interview stated, “The core point of the 
belongingness hypothesis is that people have an innate motivational drive to form and maintain 
interpersonal bonds with other people” (Allen et al., 2021, p. 1138).57 It is not merely about social 
connection. For social psychologists Greg Walton and Shannon Brady, belonging: 

 ...involves two parties, ‘I’ and ‘here,’ and, at least implicitly, an evaluation of who I am (or  
 can become) and what the setting allows (or can allow)...It is a more general inference,  
 drawn from cues, events, experiences, and relationships, about the quality of fit or  
 potential fit between oneself and a setting.58

Environments of “fit” allow us to pursue our goals, and belonging is fundamentally connected 
to goal pursuit. Environments that lack a “fit” are problematic because they hinder our goals. 
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The Science of “Belonging Uncertainty”

Belonging and belonging uncertainty are separate but related factors. Belonging 
uncertainty is the sense that one’s belonging is tentative, up for negotiation, and 
always at stake. It occurs when environmental cues indicate that one’s identity (e.g., 
race, religion, or national origin) might not be compatible with success (e.g., at school 
or work, or within the community).63 For instance, if a student who wants to become 
a math professor notices that the hallways in the math department are covered solely 
with pictures of male mathematicians, she may wonder if her aspirations are realistic.

People might think they belong most of the time, but still perceive and be reactive 
to threats—even subtle ones—to that belonging. When a person perceives that 
threats to their belonging are a possibility, they vigilantly monitor for such cues 
in the environment, which can take energy away from the social, educational, or 
professional task at hand. In the scientific literature, college students who experienced 
belonging uncertainty were more likely to disengage from school, and failed to build 
the relationships that they needed to succeed in the long term.64 Perceiving that one’s 
belonging is at stake can also lead to a tendency to interpret negative experiences as 
matters of exclusion rather than situations that everyone goes through as part of a 
normal human experience.

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

Alternatively, they might simply feel irrelevant to us (e.g., “I don’t care if I belong on Wall Street.”).

The idea that one is part of a system or environment that “fits,”59 or doesn’t, sets belonging 
apart from constructs that more specifically deal with social relationships (like social 
connectedness, loneliness, isolation, rejection, or ostracization).60 While social relationships can 
be a source of belonging, one can feel belonging without them (for 
instance, in settings where they do not, or do not yet, have strong 
relationships). One can also lack belonging despite having friends in 
a setting, especially if they feel that one of their social identities is 
marginalized there.61

Further, belonging does not always involve the presence of other people—one can feel a sense of 
belonging to an environment (e.g., a park, mountain, or tribal land).62

Social identity is a person’s sense of 
who they are based on their group 
membership.

Introduction
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Creating a Measure for Multifaceted Belonging

There are many facets of experience that could influence how one “fits” or could potentially “fit” 
within an environment.65 Those ultimately included in the Belonging Barometer were generated 
based on a review of the scientific literature, and in consultation with a cross-disciplinary team 
of academic reviewers (see “Acknowledgments” on pp. iii-v). When selecting items, we sought 
to reflect the multifaceted nature of belonging, keep the measure short enough to enable 
widespread usage, and make it easy to apply to diverse contexts. The facets of experience 
included in the Belonging Barometer are:

• Feeling emotionally connected 

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

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

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

For instance, social connection and its opposites—loneliness and 
social isolation—often come to mind when people think about 
belonging. The concept of loneliness, in particular, has risen to 
popular consciousness in recent years, due in part to the gravity of its 
health associations: Experiencing loneliness has been shown to have 
the same life-shortening impact as smoking 15 cigarettes a day.66 The 
U.S. Surgeon General, Vivek Murthy, has framed loneliness as a public 
health crisis—a “loneliness epidemic”—affecting not only our health, 
but also our performance in schools and workplaces, and even the 
sense of division and polarization within U.S. society.67 Unfortunately, 
the COVID-19 pandemic has led to increased reports of loneliness in 
many populations.68

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

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

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

https://www.cdc.gov/aging/publications/features/lonely-older-adults.html
https://www.cdc.gov/aging/publications/features/lonely-older-adults.html
https://www.cdc.gov/aging/publications/features/lonely-older-adults.html
https://www.cdc.gov/aging/publications/features/lonely-older-adults.html
https://www.cdc.gov/aging/publications/features/lonely-older-adults.html
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Another adjacent concept is psychological safety. Studies in 
organizational psychology have established the importance of 
psychological safety for human resources and collaborative teams 
over the past 20 years,69 and the term rose to prominence within the 
business community in 2015 after Google found it to be the most 
important factor associated with high-performing teams within its 
corporation.70 There, psychological safety outperformed a host of 
more expected predictors of team performance, such as the number
of top performers on the team, collective team intelligence, the 
use of consensus-driven decision-making, overall team workload or stress, and having team 
members that are co-located. It turns out that when people feel free to share dissenting, diverse 
perspectives or off-beat ideas—all actions that psychological safety facilitates—their teams solve 
problems more quickly and creatively. While psychological safety—in short, feeling sufficiently 
safe to be vulnerable and take risks71—has been studied and applied to business teams, the 
mechanism by which it works is relevant to any collaborative community, be it a family, friend 
group, local community, etc. 

The Barometer reflects aspects of psychological safety by measuring the following themes: being 
able to freely express one’s opinions, being valued for one’s self and contributions, and perceiving 
that one is able to bring one’s whole and authentic self to the table (not having to hide or diminish 
parts of one’s identity).72 

A last concept, considered essential to belonging by john a. powell, 
Director of the Othering and Belonging Institute, is the idea of agency, 
or co-creation.73 This is the ability to co-create the organizations, 
systems, and structures that shape one’s future, if desired. According 
to powell, feeling welcomed and included does not equate to 
belonging unless you are also able to influence outcomes. “Belonging 
or being fully human,” powell writes, “entails being respected at
a basic level that includes the right to both co-create and make 
demands upon society.”74 

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

The Barometer in Context: Life Settings

The Belonging Barometer can be used across different contexts, whether that be a classroom or 
school, a social program or community center, an office or organization, a town or country. For 
this report, we examined Barometer scores across five life settings in the United States: family, 
friendships, workplace, local community, and the nation. We chose these settings in part because 
they are primary components of modern life, where most people have reason to want to belong.

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

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

– Susie Wise, Design for Belonging

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

In the real world, belonging is not a switch but a scale—and throughout this report we have used 
the terms belonging, ambiguity, and exclusion to describe where one falls along this gradient.75

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

At the other end of the spectrum is exclusion, in which one feels left out, ignored, rejected, or 
ostracized. To experience exclusion is to lack a desired connection to an environment. In the 
scientific literature, exclusion is associated with negative emotions like sadness and anger, as well 
as attitudes such as distrust, and outcomes such as decreased performance in work or school, and 
antisocial behavior.76

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

In this report, we have at times grouped ambiguity and exclusion under the umbrella term non-
belonging. Similarly, throughout the report we hypothesize that some of the people who landed 
in the zone of non-belonging might actually have been anticipating or experiencing unbelonging, 
which has its own unique psychology. As Mary Healy writes:  

…to ‘unbelong’ is to have what was thought to be certain or taken for granted removed, 
disconnecting us from others...In such cases, membership belonging has been revoked, 
removed or challenged in some way…unbelonging becomes positioned as a place of exile 
and danger, of homelessness and rootlessness for those who once belonged, but are now 
abandoned as outsiders.77

This research did not directly measure feelings of unbelonging. However, we recognize it is an 
important topic and could be a valuable perspective for future studies using this method.

Regardless of context, the negative emotions and action tendencies78 that can be associated 
with ambiguity, exclusion, and unbelonging are a reminder of just how urgent it is that we move 
forward in our communities and organizations with an eye towards belonging, bringing all of us 
along and leaving none of us behind.

BelongingAmbiguityExclusion

Non-belonging 
Unbelonging
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Methodology

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

Barometer Design 

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

9Introduction

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

(1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree) 

1. I feel emotionaly connected to [name of respondent’s local community].79

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

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

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

local community].*

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

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

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

community] works.

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

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

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

The findings in this report are drawn from a nationally representative sample of 4,797 respondents 
ages 18 and above. Data were collected in December 2021 by YouGov, which offered the survey to its 
panel of 5 million U.S. respondents. YouGov employed a technique referred to as sample matching, 
a method of modeling a truly random sample of the population of interest, to produce the final 
dataset.80 The resulting matched dataset was then weighted to account for any differences between 
matched cases and the sample frame.

A description of the survey sample can be found in the Appendix—Description of the Sample section.

Exploratory Factor Analysis

In the present research, we wanted to determine whether the Belonging Barometer could detect 
a latent variable that captured the experience of belonging across different life settings and went 
beyond the distinct experiences of co-creation, psychological safety, and social connection that the 
scale items specifically addressed. To test this, we performed a series of five factor analyses, one 
for each life setting, to understand whether responses to the Belonging Barometer items followed 
particular patterns that would suggest that they are capturing experiences that go beyond those 
directly measured. 

Across life settings, we found no evidence of latent subscales capturing co-creation,  
psychological safety, or social cohesion. Instead, responses to all 10 items of the Belonging Barometer 
followed a pattern that suggests that the experience of belonging goes beyond what the items are 
explicitly measuring. 

In the “Supplemental Materials”, we report the component coefficients for each item of the Belonging 
Barometer, across life settings, in descending order from those that account for the most variability in 
the data to the least. 

Calculating Belonging Scores

For this report, we created a composite measure of belonging for each respondent, in each life setting 
(a composite is a combination of the 10 belonging items into a single score). We then broke the 
Barometer scores into three equal sections: 1-2.33 (Exclusion), 2.34-3.66 (Ambiguity), and  
3.67-5 (Belonging).

10Introduction

Belonging
3.67-5

Ambiguity
2.34-3.66

Exclusion
1-2.33

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f7f1da1ea15cd5bef32169f/t/6662f96a5bdd477b8cd44e32/1717762410855/Belonging+Barometer_Supplemental+Materials_For+Upload.pdf 
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• Respondents whose score on the Belonging Barometer was in the lowest third (1-2.33) are 
in the “Exclusion” category, because they predominantly “disagreed” that the 10 items of 
belonging existed in their life in that particular setting (1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree). 

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

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

Reporting 

In this report we sometimes discuss the relationship between belonging and various demographic 
and individual factors. We first employed regressions to identify which demographic and 
individual factors are associated with belonging (per a given life setting) when all others were held 
constant. Only if a factor remained statistically significant is it included within the narrative report. 
However, the Supplemental Material includes graphs depicting belonging as it relates to a range 
of major demographic and individual factors, e.g., race, gender, generation, sexual orientation, 
religion, immigration category, and socioeconomic status—even if they were not statistically 
significant in a multivariate regression.

A Note to the Reader

In this report, we present the results of an exploratory analysis aiming to start understanding the 
relationships between belonging and experiences among friends and family, in the workplace, 
and in our local and national communities. Thus, statistically significant analyses that may be of 
interest have been reported, regardless of their effect size, in the hopes that future researchers 
will continue expanding upon this work. For those who are interested in the effect sizes, they have 
been included in the endnotes.

• Defining “statistical significance.”  Throughout this report, we only report on findings that 
are statistically significant, meaning the relationships we are reporting are likely caused by 
something other than chance. This is the case when the p-value for the relationship we are 
reporting is less than the commonly used alpha of 0.05. 

• Sharing regardless of effect size. Effect sizes convey the magnitude of a statistical 
relationship or experimental effect. Larger effect sizes indicate stronger relationships 
between variables, an indication that the relationship may have more practical meaning 
of significance than small effect sizes. This does not suggest that small effect sizes are 
not important, especially when they may present across broader populations. We invite 
researchers to further explore these relationships in their future work.  
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https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f7f1da1ea15cd5bef32169f/t/6662f96a5bdd477b8cd44e32/1717762410855/Belonging+Barometer_Supplemental+Materials_For+Upload.pdf 
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• Differentiating between correlation and causation. Throughout this report we often 
talk about associations between belonging and other factors. Please note that any 
relationships identified between belonging and any other factor in this report are 
correlational, meaning that they change together (if one increases, the other increases; 
or, if one increases, the other decreases). But correlation is not causation: An association 
between belonging and another factor—for example, trust—does not necessarily mean 
that belonging causes trust, or vice versa. Establishing causal linkages between belonging 
and outcomes identified in this report will require further research, and, specifically, 
controlled experiments. 

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

This report includes many noteworthy findings, but perhaps the most important is this: Belonging 
is associated with better health & wellbeing and more civic and social cohesion at the local and 
national levels, and, conversely, non-belonging is associated with worse outcomes in these 
same domains. Although we demonstrate this with selected outcomes below, readers should note 
that what we report here is not an exhaustive account of the associations we found. Future reports 
will delve deeper into the relationships between belonging and health & wellbeing experiences, 
attitudes towards democracy, and intergroup dynamics. 

Health & Wellbeing

Previous research has shown that people with a robust sense of social connection have stronger 
immune functioning81 and are less susceptible to disease.82 They heal faster from injuries,83 live 
longer,84 and report up to 70% less cognitive decline.85 They are also said to experience higher 
levels of motivation86 and more happiness.87 We wanted to see if the Belonging Barometer’s more 
multifaceted measure—which includes items related to psychological safety and co-creation—
would have similar results, or perhaps even add explanatory value.

As our health & wellbeing are affected by our experiences across life settings, we used 
respondents’ highest belonging score in any life setting to examine relationships to health- & 
wellbeing-related measures. We found that experiencing lower levels of belonging with this 
measure was associated with the more frequent experience of physical and emotional pain,88 
stress,89 and loneliness.90 Conversely, experiencing greater levels of belonging was associated with 
reporting greater life satisfaction91 and better general health.92 This latter finding is compatible 
with experimental research demonstrating the positive correlational effects of a college belonging 
intervention on Black Americans’ later-reported career satisfaction and success, psychological 
wellbeing, and community involvement and leadership.93

Highest Belonging Score Experienced Across Life Settings
[Higher numbers indicate greater reported belonging]
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Figure 1:
The relationship between belonging and the frequency with which respondents 

report experiencing pain. 

Pain frequency scores were calculated  
by averaging responses to the following  
three questions: 

• During the past four weeks, how often have 
you accomplished less than you would like as 
a result of any physical problems? 

• During the past four weeks, how often have 
you accomplished less than you would like as 
a result of any emotional problems, such as 
feeling depressed or anxious?

• During the past four weeks, how often did you 
need to take medication to relieve pain?
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Health & Wellbeing, cont’d. 

Highest Belonging Score Experienced Across Life Settings
[Higher numbers indicate greater reported belonging]
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Stress frequency scores were calculated by 
averaging responses to the following four questions:

• In the last month, how often have you felt 
that you were unable to control the important 
things in your life?

• In the last month, how often have you felt 
confident about your ability to handle your 
personal problems?

• In the last month, how often have you felt that 
things were going your way?

• In the last month, how often have you felt 
difficulties were piling up so high that you 
could not overcome them? 

• Please note, the second and third questions 
were reverse-scored so that higher scores 
indicate more frequent experiences of stress. 

Figure 2: 
The relationship between belonging and the frequency with which respondents 

report experiencing stress.

Highest Belonging Score Experienced Across Life Settings
[Higher numbers indicate greater reported belonging]
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Figure 3: 
The relationship between belonging and the frequency with which respondents 

report experiencing loneliness. 

Loneliness frequency scores were calculated 
by averaging responses to the following three 
questions:

• How often do you feel that you lack 
companionship?

• How often do you feel left out?
• How often do you feel isolated from 

others?
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Overall, these findings corroborate what the scientific community has learned about the positive 
health impacts of belonging and its adjacent concepts from the scientific literature. Additionally, 
because it includes aspects of belonging beyond social connection, the Belonging Barometer has 
the potential to add to the conversation. We note that the health outcomes associated with the 
Belonging Barometer continue to be statistically significant even when we control for loneliness.94 
In sum, the Barometer makes a contribution to our understanding of the interconnections 
between belonging and health.

Highest Belonging Score Experienced Across Life Settings
[Higher numbers indicate greater reported belonging]

Highest Belonging Score Experienced Across Life Settings
[Higher numbers indicate greater reported belonging]
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Figure 5: 
The relationship between belonging and respondents’ perception of their 

health, in general. 

Figure 4: 
The relationship between belonging and respondents’ satisfaction with  

their lives as a whole. 
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In the Workplace

Other research has shown that workplaces that have cultivated a healthy sense of belonging are 
likely to see more employee creativity,95 better job performance96 (even among CEOs97), increased 
organizational loyalty98 and higher retention rates among workers,99 and fewer employee health 
complaints and missed days at work.100

In our workplace data, experiencing greater levels of workplace belonging was associated with 
a greater likelihood of recommending one’s job to a friend or family member.101 See additional 
workplace findings on pp. 30-32, “Belonging in the Workplace.”

Workplace Belonging
[Higher numbers indicate greater reported belonging]
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Figure 6:  
The relationship between workplace belonging and the likelihood with which 

respondents would recommend their job to a friend or family member. 

Civic & Social Life

Other research has shown that societal belonging and trust are correlated with lower crime rates 
and stronger economic growth.102 Belonging has also been linked to more effective governance, 
and, in a recent study, lack of belonging was a stronger predictor of distrust in the U.S. federal 
government than race or age.103 In our data, experiencing greater levels of belonging in one’s local 
community was associated with varied measures of social cohesion.
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Trust. Experiencing greater levels of local belonging was associated with more frequently 
trusting neighbors,105 local community members,106 fellow Americans,107 and the local108 
and national109 government to act in the best interest of respondents and their families. 

Satisfaction. Experiencing greater levels of local belonging was associated with more 
satisfaction with one’s local community as a place to live.104

Local Belonging
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Figure 7:
The relationship between local belonging and satisfaction with one’s local 

community as a place to live. 

Figure 8:
The relationship between local belonging and trust in one’s neighbors, local 
community residents, fellow Americans, local government, and the United 

States government. 

Local Belonging
[Higher numbers indicate greater reported belonging]
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With the exception of trust in one’s local 
government, all trust scores are the average of 
two items:

• How much of the time can you trust 
[target] to act in ways that are considerate 
of you and your family?

• How much of the time can you trust 
[target] to do what is in the best interests 
of the [relevant context]?
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Figure 8:
The relationship between local belonging and trust in one’s neighbors, local 
community residents, fellow Americans, local government, and the United 

States government. 

Local Belonging
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Civic Engagement and Social Action. Experiencing greater levels of local belonging 
was associated with engaging in more civic commitments through organizations and 
institutions like schools, social clubs, religious institutions, political and activist groups, 
neighborhood organizations, and others.110 Similarly, experiencing greater levels of local 
belonging was associated with engaging in more social actions, such as trying to set 
up a new service or program (or to stop the closure of an existing one), volunteering 
for local services (e.g., childcare, youth services, parks, community centers), recruiting 
members to an organization or group, organizing community events, or participating in 
other local activities.111
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Local Belonging
[Higher numbers indicate greater reported belonging]

Local Belonging
[Higher numbers indicate greater reported belonging]
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Figure 9: 
The relationship between local belonging and the number of civic commitments 

that the respondent has engaged in during the past 12 months.

Figure 10: 
The relationship between local belonging and the number of social actions the 

respondent has taken in the past 12 months. 

Community Efficacy. Experiencing greater levels of local belonging was associated with 
stronger agreement that when local residents get involved in their communities, they can 
change the way the community is run.112
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Local Marginalization. Experiencing greater levels of local belonging was also associated 
with reporting less agreement with statements that indicate a feeling of marginalization, 
such as “The demographic landscape in [respondent’s local community] has changed so 
much already that I sometimes feel like a stranger here.”113
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Figure 11: 
The relationship between local belonging and the extent to which respondents 

agree that local residents can impact how the community is run. 

Figure 12: 
The relationship between local belonging and agreement with statements that 

may indicate feelings of local marginalization.

Local Belonging
[Higher numbers indicate greater reported belonging]

Fe
el

in
gs

 o
f L

oc
al

 M
ar

gi
na

liz
at

io
n

[H
ig

he
r 

nu
m

be
rs

 in
di

ca
te

 s
tr

on
ge

r 
fe

el
in

gs
 o

f 
lo

ca
l m

ar
gi

na
liz

at
io

n]

5

Local Belonging and Feelings of 
Local Marginalization

1

2

3

4

5

1 2 3 4 5

Local marginalization scores were calculated 
by averaging responses to the following three 
statements:

• “The demographic landscape in [my 
community] has changed so much already 
that I sometimes feel like a stranger here.”

• “When I think about the anticipated 
demographic changes in [my community], I 
worry that I or my family will be left behind.”

• “When I think about the anticipated 
demographic changes in [my community], I 
feel excited for the new opportunities my 
family and I might have.”  

Please note, the last question was reverse-scored 
so that higher scores indicate more feelings of 
local marginalization. 
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Openness to Local Demographic Change. Census projections show that by 2045, non-
Hispanic white Americans will no longer be a majority in the national population.114 Today 
in the United States, we see an uptick in inflammatory rhetoric and conspiracy theories 
that push a threat-based frame and attempt to stoke fear and anxiety about demographic 
change among white populations.115 Such narratives have fueled shootings and other 
coordinated acts of violence.116

We asked respondents about their openness to demographic change in their own 
community. In our data, experiencing greater levels of local belonging was associated  
with an increased likelihood of agreeing with a statement suggesting that it would be  
a good thing for more people of diverse race, religion, or nationality to move to  
one’s neighborhood.117
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Figure 13:
The relationship between local belonging and the extent to which respondents 

agree that more diversity is beneficial to their neighborhoods.  

National Belonging

Recent years have seen rising concerns around political violence118 and threats to democracy119 
in the United States. In our data, we explored the relationship between belonging and variables 
related to democracy.120
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Satisfaction with life and democracy in the United States. Experiencing greater national 
belonging was associated with greater satisfaction with the United States as a place to 
live121 and with democracy in the United States.122

National Belonging
[Higher numbers indicate greater reported belonging]
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Figure 15: 
The relationship between national belonging and satisfaction with democracy in the United States.

Figure 14:
The relationship between national belonging and satisfaction with the  

United States as a place to live. 
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Summary

In closing, our research suggests that belonging may have an important relationship with 
essential elements of thriving—from trust to health—in some of the most important American 
life settings. Fortunately, other research shows that investments in belonging can be effective 
(see p. 49, “Belonging Resources”), and there are theoretical and empirical reasons to believe that 
when belonging increases in one life setting, it tends also to increase in other life settings (see 
“Belonging is Interconnected Across Life Settings” on p. 42). 

Support for non-democratic government. Experiencing greater levels of national belonging 
was also associated with lower likelihood of agreeing with the sentiment that, in some cases, 
a non-democratic government can be preferable to a democratic one.123 Specifically, a one-
unit increase in national belonging was associated with a respondent being 39% less likely 
to agree with the statement that non-democratic forms of government can be preferable to 
democratic ones.
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The State of Belonging in the United States Today 

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

As revealed in the results below, the state of belonging in the United States today is a mixed bag. 

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

Non-belonging is Pervasive 

Our survey results suggest that non-belonging (a cumulative term including people experiencing 
ambiguity and exclusion) is widespread throughout American life. In fact, a majority of Americans 
reported non-belonging in the workplace (64%), the nation (67%), and their local community 
(74%). While more Americans did report experiencing belonging in the most intimate parts of 
life, a substantial proportion also reported non-belonging among their friends (44%) and in their 
families (40%). Indeed, 17% of Americans reported non-belonging across all five life settings. The 
majority of those experiencing non-belonging in either the workplace, their local community, and/
or the nation reported experiencing belonging ambiguity, not exclusion. Please note, in Figure 16, 
percentages may not total 100% due to rounding.

0 20 40 60 80 100%

Exclusion

Ambiguity

Belonging

National (N=4797)

Local (N=4797)

Workplace (N=4797)

Friend (N=4797)

Family (N=4797) 60% 30% 10%

57% 38% 6%

36% 50% 14%

26% 60% 14%

32% 56% 11%

Levels of Belonging Across Life Settings in the US

*These percentages may not add to 100 due to rounding.

Figure 16:
The percentage of respondents that experience belonging, ambiguity, or exclusion across life settings. 
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Figure 17 (N=4797): 
The percentage of respondents that experience 

family belonging, ambiguity, or exclusion.  

Figure 18 (N=4797):
The percentage of respondents that experience 

friend belonging, ambiguity, or exclusion.  

Belonging Among Family & Friends

As described in the Introduction, our early attachments to a caregiver 
help to shape our future experiences with belonging.124 As we grow, 
research shows that children need at least one healthy attachment to 
thrive.125 That attachment can come from family,126 friends, neighbors, 
teachers, coaches, etc.127

Despite news reports in recent years of how our most intimate
networks have been impacted by the pandemic,128 or larger societal 
divisions,129 Americans reported their highest rates of belonging with 
family and friends (compared to this report’s other life settings).

What is the state of family & friend belonging in the United States? 

When asked to rate belonging in their families, defined as “the adults and children with whom 
you are related by birth, marriage, or adoption and with whom you have a regular relationship,” 
three out of five Americans, on average, reported belonging. The findings were similar (57%) when 
Americans rated belonging to their “closest friends, those with whom you communicate regularly.”  
However, although these numbers represent the strongest levels of belonging across all the 
life settings examined in this report, about 40% of Americans experienced either ambiguity or 
exclusion in what could be their most intimate relationships.

In our sample:

• Median family size: 7

• 89% of respondents reported 
having family members that 
they could call upon for 
practical support.

• Average number of adverse 
childhood events experienced: 
2.6

• Median number of friends: 3

10%

60%

30%

Family Belonging (N=4797)

Exclusion

Ambiguity

Belonging

6%

57%

38%

Friend Belonging (N=4797)

Exclusion

Ambiguity

Belonging
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What demographic and individual factors are associated with belonging in our 
most intimate life settings?

Family Belonging
In our data, experiencing greater levels of family belonging was associated with higher 
socioeconomic status, having a faith tradition, identifying as straight, being older, and identifying 
as a man.130 These demographic factors continued to predict family belonging even when 
controlling for having more family support, and experiencing fewer adverse childhood events (like 
losing a parent; enduring food scarcity; or being emotionally, physically, or sexually abused).131  
(See “Supplemental Materials” for additional demographic information.) 

Friend Belonging
Experiencing greater levels of friend belonging was associated with higher socioeconomic status, 
being older, and identifying as having a sexual orientation other than straight (e.g., gay, queer, 
bisexual).132 These demographic factors continued to predict friend belonging even when controlling 
for having more friends.133 (See “Supplemental Materials” for additional demographic information.) 

It is worth noting that subjective socioeconomic status was the best predictor of both family and 
friend belonging, respectively. Socioeconomic disparities are often deeply intertwined with other 
systemic issues of marginalization in the United States, such as previous policies of redlining and 
other features of systemic racism. This suggests that systemic approaches will need to be a part 
of envisioning belonging interventions for the life settings of family and friendship. (For more on 
interventions, see pp. 45-47).

We found that having, on average, more diverse friendships is associated with experiencing 
greater levels of friend belonging.134 Similar findings have been reported with regard to college 
students.135 We would encourage deeper exploration of this association and the mechanisms 
behind it. (For more on the interrelated nature of belonging and diversity, see  
“The Interdependence of Diversity & Belonging” on pp. 40-41.)

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f7f1da1ea15cd5bef32169f/t/6662f96a5bdd477b8cd44e32/1717762410855/Belonging+Barometer_Supplemental+Materials_For+Upload.pdf 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f7f1da1ea15cd5bef32169f/t/6662f96a5bdd477b8cd44e32/1717762410855/Belonging+Barometer_Supplemental+Materials_For+Upload.pdf 
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Are family and friend belonging more strongly associated with certain outcomes 
than belonging in other life settings?

When comparing belonging scores across all life settings, family belonging was most strongly 
correlated with pain,136 stress,137 and loneliness,138 with greater levels of family belonging associated 
with less frequently experiencing emotional and physical pain,139 stress,140 and loneliness.141 
General health142 was most strongly associated with both friend and family belonging (i.e., better 
health was associated with more belonging in these life settings), and greater life satisfaction 
was most strongly correlated with greater levels of national belonging.143 When we controlled for 
the frequency with which respondents experience loneliness, these associations continued to be 
statistically significant, but the relationships were much weaker.

Our results also suggest a positive association between friendship belonging and the number of 
civic commitments that respondents engaged in over a 12-month period,144 as well as the number 
of social actions that they took over the same period.145 We also observed a negative correlation 
between friendship belonging and feelings of local146 and national147  marginalization, as measured 
by agreement with statements like, “The demographic landscape in [my community] or [America] 
has changed so much already that I sometimes feel like a stranger in my own [community] or 
[country],” and, “When I think about the rapid pace of change in [my community] or [America], I 
worry that I or my family will be left behind.” Those who reported more friendship belonging were 
more likely to disagree with these statements.

Friend Belonging
[Higher numbers indicate greater reported belonging]
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Figure 19:
The relationship between friend belonging and respondents’ average number  

of diverse friendships. 

To measure the number of diverse friendships, 
we averaged responses to six questions:

• Using your best estimate, what number of 
your friends are from a different: 

– racial or ethnic group
– religious orientation
– political party
– sexual orientation
– socioeconomic status
– or national origin

than you?
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Belonging in the Workplace

People spend a great deal of time in the workplace, which makes it 
an important life setting in which to examine individual belonging.148 
Indeed, prior research has linked aspects of workplace belonging  
to individual wellbeing, life satisfaction, and physical and  
mental health.149

Additionally, understanding workplace belonging is crucial to U.S. 
businesses.150 Studies show that groups of people with different 
life experiences and perspectives are better at problem solving 
than homogeneous groups,151 and that diverse teams perform 
better—helping bolster business success (e.g., bottom lines and 
competitiveness). But a team’s diverse perspectives are of no help if its 
members aren’t willing to share them (for instance, by voicing half-
finished thoughts, challenging popular ideas, or asking questions out 
of left field).152 By cultivating a culture of belonging, employers  
can create an environment that fosters the sharing of  
diverse perspectives.153

In prior studies, workplace belonging has been associated with 
increased employee engagement, retention, and loyalty,154 as well 
as fewer health complaints155 and days missed at work.156 But often, 
either the measures or populations used in these studies make 
them difficult to compare. We wanted to see whether the Belonging 
Barometer would reveal similar relationships between belonging and 
the workplace.

What is the state of workplace belonging in the United States?

As shown earlier, in our sample (which included both blue- and white-collar American workers), 
36% reported belonging, 50% reported ambiguity, and 14% reported exclusion in the workplace 
life setting. The average workplace belonging score was 3.3 out of 5, falling in the category of 
ambiguity. Sixty-four percent, or almost two out of three employees in the United States today, 
experience non-belonging (a cumulative measure of ambiguity and exclusion) at work.

We asked respondents to indicate 
their current employment status. 
Responses to this question were 
used to direct respondents only 
to questions that were relevant to 
their experiences (e.g., unemployed 
respondents were not asked about 
workplace belonging). 

In our sample:

• 51% of respondents were 
employed

• 24% of respondents were 
retired

• 6% of respondents were 
unemployed

• 5% of respondents were 
students

• 15% of respondents indicated 
that they were not working for 
another, unlisted, reason

*Note:  
Total exceeds 100% due to rounding
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What demographic and individual factors are associated with workplace 
belonging?

We found that workplace belonging is associated with subjective socioeconomic status—or how 
well-off one perceives themselves compared to the average American—age, gender, and having 
a faith tradition. Specifically, perceiving oneself as better off than others, being of advanced age, 
having a faith tradition, and identifying as a man were all associated with experiencing greater 
levels of workplace belonging.157 These demographic factors, with the exception of respondent 
gender, continued to predict the experience of workplace belonging even when controlling for the 
frequency with which the respondent experiences stress (less frequent stress was associated with 
more workplace belonging) and for being a parent, which was associated with more workplace 
belonging.158 While race159 was also independently associated with workplace belonging, this 
factor was no longer statistically significant when controlling 
for the other variables described above.  (See “Supplemental 
Materials” for additional demographic details.)

As with family and friend belonging, here we also see that 
perceived socioeconomic status is one of the best predictors 
of workplace belonging. If those who perceive themselves as 
less well-off experience lesser levels of workplace belonging, 
interventions in the workplace may need to consider their 
employees’ systemic experiences—including those experienced 
outside the workplace—when they design belonging 
interventions. (For more discussion on this, see “Conclusion” on 
pp. 43-48.)

Figure 20:
The percentage of respondents that experience workplace belonging, ambiguity, or exclusion. 
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“Companies...must adjust 
to and empathize with the 
unique trauma populations 
face, and plan long term—
with an equity lens—for 
the different modes of 
support employee groups 
will need.”  
The Power of Belonging: What It 

Is and Why It Matters in Today’s 

Workplace, Coqual

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f7f1da1ea15cd5bef32169f/t/6662f96a5bdd477b8cd44e32/1717762410855/Belonging+Barometer_Supplemental+Materials_For+Upload.pdf 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f7f1da1ea15cd5bef32169f/t/6662f96a5bdd477b8cd44e32/1717762410855/Belonging+Barometer_Supplemental+Materials_For+Upload.pdf 
https://coqual.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/CoqualPowerOfBelongingKeyFindings090720.pdf
https://coqual.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/CoqualPowerOfBelongingKeyFindings090720.pdf
https://coqual.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/CoqualPowerOfBelongingKeyFindings090720.pdf
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Why? Stressors resulting from systemic experiences are not easily put aside as one moves 
from one life setting to the next. Belonging interventions must therefore take a holistic view of 
employee wellbeing to provide equitable support for specific groups considering their unique 
stressors and circumstances.160 For example, findings from a recent CoQual pulse survey of 
college-educated employees suggest that, while the COVID-19 pandemic has negatively impacted 
all employees, it has had a disproportionately negative impact on employees of color, especially 
Black employees, who, relative to their white colleagues, were most likely to report having 
experienced a COVID-related death in the family; and on working mothers, who may have had 
to take on greater childcare responsibilities.161  Additionally, people of color (in particular, Black 
Americans) in the United States experienced higher rates of COVID-19 infection and death 
compared to white Americans, and were disproportionately impacted by surges caused by new 
variants.162 By identifying the systemic challenges confronting employees, workplaces can begin to 
support them in ways that matter for belonging.

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

In our survey, workplace belonging was associated with greater willingness to recommend 
one’s job to a friend or family member (as discussed on p. 17).163 It was also associated with 
longer retention at an employee’s current job.164 Also congruent with prior research,165 workplace 
belonging in our survey was associated with greater life satisfaction166 and better general health.167 
At a time of increasing social segregation in the United States,168 workplaces may provide an 
opportunity to facilitate the type of effective intergroup social contact169 that can increase cross-
group empathy and perspective taking.



33The State of Belonging in the United States Today

Belonging in Our Local Communities

U.S. towns, cities, suburbs, and rural areas are social and democratic 
laboratories: While at the forefront of global innovation and rapidly 
evolving social and economic dynamics,170 they represent the “third 
places”—locations other than home and work—where Americans may 
experience commonality across differences and feel empowered to 
affect change.171 It is in our local communities that Americans develop 
habits of association and practice civic participation (or not),172 
which play a critical role in shaping Americans’ trust in government, 
institutions, and one another. In many ways, the idea of a flourishing 
democratic society is built upon them.173 In our sample, local and 
national belonging scores were highly correlated.174

Our society is also reliant upon social cohesion.175 Other studies have 
shown social cohesion to be associated with economic resilience176 
and increased participation and community engagement.177 
Community engagement, in turn, has been linked to more inclusive, 
representative governance178 and higher-performing public schools 
(even in communities with similar socioeconomic status).179 

Unfortunately, social engagement and belonging at the local 
level has been declining since the late 1960s,180 with more than 
50% of Americans today reporting a lack of connection to 
their neighborhood.181 Meanwhile, people today tend to live in 
environments where they are surrounded by people similar to 
themselves, a structural reality which leads to echo chambers, 
amplifying existing views and ideologies, suppressing social contact 
across socioeconomic, racial, or geographic lines, and discouraging 
understanding and dialogue across lines of difference.182 The last 
decade has also seen a downward trend in trust—in other residents, 
local government, and institutions.183 This is concerning, since distrust 
in institutions can disrupt adherence to social norms and previously 
shared values, potentially making society less predictable (which 
would reinforce a cycle of distrust).184

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

In our sample:

• 70% of respondents reported 
feeling fairly or very satisfied 
with their neighborhood

• 64% of respondents reported 
feeling fairly or very satisfied 
with their local community

• 65% of respondents reported 
being engaged in at least one 
civic activity in the last 12 
months 

• 65% of respondents agreed 
with the sentiment that local 
citizens can impact how their 
community is run

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

• 40% of respondents agreed 
with the sentiment that more 
diversity is beneficial to their 
neighborhood

• 43% of respondents agreed 
with the sentiment that more 
diversity is beneficial to their 
community

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

The average local belonging score was 3.17 out of 5 (ambiguity), ranking as the lowest score of 
all life settings.185 As noted previously, just over one in four Americans reported feeling a sense of 
belonging in their local community (26%), while nearly three out of four Americans (74%) reported 
non-belonging (specifically, 60% reported ambiguity and 14% reported exclusion).

What demographic and individual factors are associated with local belonging?

We found that local belonging is associated with subjective socioeconomic status, having a 
faith tradition, age, and race. Specifically, higher perceived socioeconomic status, having a faith 
tradition, advancing age, and identifying as non-white were all associated with greater levels 
of local belonging.186 These associations, with the exception of age, continued to be statistically 
significant even when controlling for the extent to which someone feels that they are treated as 
less than others in local settings, the frequency with which they experience stress, the extent 
to which they engage in civic commitments, their educational experience, and where they live 
(e.g., urban, rural). More strongly agreeing that one is treated as less than others in local settings, 
more frequently experiencing stress, and higher levels of education were associated with 
reporting lesser levels of local belonging. Conversely, engaging in more civic commitments and 
living in more urban areas was associated with reporting greater levels of local belonging.187 (See 
“Supplemental Materials” for additional details.)  

Figure 21:
The percentage of respondents that experience local belonging, ambiguity, or exclusion. 
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https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f7f1da1ea15cd5bef32169f/t/6662f96a5bdd477b8cd44e32/1717762410855/Belonging+Barometer_Supplemental+Materials_For+Upload.pdf 
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Is local belonging associated more strongly with certain outcomes than 
belonging in other life settings?

In our survey, local belonging was associated with measures of social cohesion and intergroup 
dynamics. When comparing belonging scores across all life settings, greater local belonging was 
most strongly correlated with reporting more civic engagement,188 more agreement that local 
citizens can affect change,189 greater satisfaction with the local community as a place to live (see 
Figure 7),190 and greater trust in local government,191 neighbors,192 and local community residents 
(see Figure 8).193

We asked respondents whether they feel treated as less than others when interacting with 
law enforcement or locally elected officials, voting, or shopping at local stores. Twenty 
percent of Americans said they felt they were treated as less than others when interacting 
with local law enforcement. On average, Americans who reported feeling  treated as “less 
than” in local interactions also tended to report more feelings of local marginalization 
(e.g., “feels like a stranger” and “fear being left behind”).194 Fifteen percent felt this way 
about voting; 21% felt this way with respect to interacting with local elected officials; and 
15% felt this way with respect to shopping at local stores.
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Figure 22:
Percentage of respondents that agree or disagree with statements indicating that they have been 

treated as less than others in local settings. 
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Additionally, for non-Hispanic whites—the group currently receiving the most 
attention in research dealing with perceptions of demographic change—a sense of 
belonging appears to counteract anxieties around demographic change.195 On average, 
white residents who experienced strong exclusion and lived in an ethnically/racially 
diverse neighborhood reported a greater fear of losing their place amidst demographic 
change, while whites with strong belonging who lived in an ethnically/racially diverse 
neighborhood were less likely to fear demographic change.196

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

Belonging in the Nation

As a range of thought leaders have noted, American democracy is at a dangerous inflection 
point.197 The age and strength of our democratic institutions may serve as a bulwark against 
authoritarianism, yet nearly every esteemed measure of international democracy shows U.S. 
scores to be in democratic decline.198 Reasons for this are many and complex—e.g., leaders 
who flout democratic norms and foment “us vs. them” frames, as well as growing threats of 
political violence and election interference, the divisive effects of social media, and so on.199 

The political philosopher Hannah Arendt once warned that authoritarianism “bases itself 
on loneliness, on the experience of not belonging to the world at all, which is among the 
most radical and desperate experiences of man.”200 While most analyses of U.S. democracy 
do not take belonging (or adjacent concepts such as loneliness or social connection) into 
account,201 scholars have linked non-belonging to both societal and institutional mistrust—with 
ramifications for democracy—and to extremism.202 These are not small stakes. Indeed, the 
number of hate groups in the United States has doubled since 1999203 and domestic extremism 
is on the rise.204 Further, the U.S. Department of Justice has identified social isolation as a 
risk factor associated with individuals becoming involved in both group-based and lone-actor 
terrorism in the United States,205 and a global review of the root causes for violent extremism 
found that a host of psychological states related to non-belonging—such as isolation, 
loneliness, depression, low self-esteem, personal alienation, friendlessness, and feeling like a 
misfit—appeared to make a person more vulnerable to radicalization and violent extremism.206

It can also be useful to consider how Americans are making sense of this moment. Studies 
show that while Americans across partisan (and other) lines hold much in common when it 
comes to national identity207 and salient political issues,208 they are often unaware of these 
similarities. Instead, many Americans worry that our nation will not hold a place for them, their 
family, or their way of life in the future.209 In tandem with this worry, in recent years Americans 
have lost trust—in each other (horizontal trust) and in their media platforms, politicians, and 
democratic institutions across the board (vertical trust).210 During this same period, conspiracy 
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theories have fed into false mainstream claims, such as the baseless and untrue “Stop the Steal” 
election denialism that ultimately laid the groundwork for the January 6th Capitol Insurrection.211 
Some surveys have also found an increase in public support for non-democratic policies and 
political violence.212 

Below, we report on the relationship between belonging and several variables related  
to democracy.

What is the state of U.S. national belonging?

Thirty-two percent of respondents reported a sense of national belonging, 67% did not (56% fell in 
the range of ambiguity, and 11% reported exclusion). Please note, percentages may not total 100% 
due to rounding. 

Figure 23:
 The percentage of respondents that experience national belonging, ambiguity, or exclusion.  

11%

32%

56%

National Belonging (N=4797)

Exclusion

Ambiguity

Belonging

What factors are associated with national belonging in the United States?

In our study, national belonging was associated with the respondent’s age; having a religious or faith 
tradition (compared to being atheist/agnostic) and its importance to the respondent; subjective 
socioeconomic status; sexual orientation; and gender. Advancing age, having a religious or faith 
tradition and its increasing importance, perceiving oneself as generally better off than others, and 
identifying as heterosexual or straight were all associated with reporting greater levels of national 
belonging. Identifying as a woman, compared to a man, however, was associated with reporting 
lesser levels of national belonging.213  (See “Supplemental Materials” for additional information.) 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5f7f1da1ea15cd5bef32169f/t/6662f96a5bdd477b8cd44e32/1717762410855/Belonging+Barometer_Supplemental+Materials_For+Upload.pdf 
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Is national belonging associated more strongly with certain outcomes than 
belonging in other life settings?

When comparing belonging scores across life settings, reporting greater levels of national 
belonging was the life setting most strongly associated with greater satisfaction with the United 
States as a place to live.214 Greater national belonging was associated with being less likely to 
agree with the statement that our democracy is beyond repair,215 and was also associated with 
indicating support for democracy, rather than indicating that a non-democratic government may 
sometimes be more preferable.216

0 20 40 60 80 100%

Strongly agree 
or agree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Strongly disagree 
or disagree

I feel that when average Americans get 
involved (voting, protest, advocacy, etc.) they 

can change the way our nation is run. (N=4797)

The demographic landscape in America has
 changed so much already that I sometimes 

feel like a stranger in my own country. (N=4797)

When I think about the rapid pace 
of change in America, I worry that I or 
my family will be left behind. (N=4797)

When I think about the rapid pace of 
change in America, I feel excited for the 

new opportunities I might have. (N=4797)

Respondents' Attitudes toward National Issues

33% 36% 32%

39% 29% 32%

43% 27% 30%

16% 24% 60%

*These percentages may not add to 100 due to rounding.

Figure 24: 
The percentage of respondents that agree or disagree with statements regarding national issues.
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The Interdependence of Diversity & Belonging

Diversity can benefit friendships, families, schools, houses of worship, 
communities, businesses, and countries. As mentioned earlier, 
because diverse groups bring novel perspectives to the table, they 
often experience enhanced creativity and more effective problem 
solving. As a consequence, communities where diverse residents live 
alongside one another enjoy better outcomes in health, education, 
and income (on average) compared to segregated communities.217 

Additionally, companies that have a diverse workforce significantly 
outperform companies that do not.218

But the picture isn’t quite that simple. The same studies that
point to the beneficial effects of diversity also find that it can come with significant costs “due to 
difficulty in communication, difference in preferences, and conflict between polarized groups,” 
to quote the authors of one such study.219 Based on the findings of this report, we believe that 
it is worth exploring if and how efforts focused on belonging can help mitigate various types of 
backlash to diversity.

If diversity without belonging can backfire, belonging without diversity is similarly suboptimal. 
In genetics, diversity increases a species or population’s ability to adapt and survive.220 In 
communities, as described above, belonging without diversity means poorer outcomes in 
community health, education, income, and workplace performance. Why? Groups characterized 
by belonging but lacking diversity risk growing insular in their thinking: Studies show that they 
focus less on facts221 and process facts less carefully.222 Further, without having dissenting voices to 
make them aware of biases in their decision making, homogeneous groups are less likely to think 
outside of their comfort zone, which also makes them less innovative.223 Lastly, when belonging 
is limited to homogeneous groups it is often accompanied by othering, becoming a source of 
division vis-a-vis larger society.

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

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

Friendship

• Diverse friendships are associated with higher friendship belonging.224 Americans who 
had more than one diverse friendship reported higher percentages of friendship belonging 
than Americans with one or zero diverse friendships (65%, 56%, and 32%, respectively).

When we refer to diversity in 
this report, we mean the range of 
human differences, including but 
not limited to race, ethnicity, gender, 
gender identity, sexual orientation, 
age, social class, physical ability or 
attributes, religious or ethical values 
system, national origin, and  
political beliefs.
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• Friendship belonging is associated with fewer feelings of national marginalization.225 
Americans who reported friendship belonging were significantly less likely to report 
feeling marginalized (“like a stranger in my own country” and “worry that I or my family 
will be left behind”) due to national demographic change.

Local Community

• A sense of local belonging, as well as resident interactions characterized by dignity and 
equality, are associated with less fear of demographic change. Local non-belonging,226 

and separately, feeling treated as “less than” in local interactions (such as interactions 
with law enforcement or local officials, or while voting or shopping at local stores) were 
associated with “feeling like a stranger in my own community” and “worry that I or my 
family will be left behind” due to demographic change.227 

• Local belonging is associated with thinking that increased diversity in one’s 
neighborhood would be a good thing. When asked whether increased diversity in their 
neighborhood would be a good thing or not, strong local belonging scores indicated 
residents who were considerably more likely to agree.228

Generally

• Belonging in any life setting is related to reduced anxiety about one’s “fit” and future in 
their community. In our dataset, belonging in any life setting—with family, with friends, at 
work, in one’s local community, or even in the nation—was associated with a decrease in 
“feeling like a stranger in my own community” and “worrying that I or my family will be left 
behind” due to demographic change.229
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Belonging is Interconnected Across Life Settings 

In our dataset, higher belonging in one life setting correlated with higher belonging in other life 
settings.230 This suggests the possibility that increases in belonging within any of the life settings 
might reverberate into other life settings, with far-reaching effects. However, correlation is not 
causation—it may also be the case that correlations between life settings are the result, for 
example, of a third unmeasured variable such as individual differences (e.g., that individuals with 
strong interpersonal connection skills may report more belonging in one setting and may also be 
more likely to report belonging in another). While this study cannot establish causal links, further 
investigation can help to determine if belonging—or lack thereof—might have a causal influence 
across settings, and, if so, with what limitations or constraints.

In our survey, belonging experiences across life settings were deeply interconnected. Belonging 
in one life setting correlated with belonging in each of the other life settings. One potential 
explanation is that the connection, safety, and agency one feels with friends, for example, may 
spill over towards greater connection and engagement at the local and national levels. This may 
mean that investments in targeted and localized initiatives bent on building friendship capacity—
such as socioemotional learning in schools, youth sports, or arts organizations—could contribute 
to civic and democratic gains (all the better if these are diverse friendships, see p. 28).

On the other hand, experiences of not belonging may also spill over into other settings.  
Respondents who reported being treated as “less than” in their local interactions, for example,  
were also more likely to report less belonging across all life settings, not only in their local 
community231 but also nationally,232 in the workplace,233 and even among friends234 and family.235 
Thus, indignities experienced at the local level may undermine feelings of belonging in settings we 
would not have thought related. This could mean that investments in belonging at the local level—
such as building up civic infrastructure to foster inclusive social contact and pluralistic practice, 
designing programs to support healthy intergroup contact, and bolstering efforts to address 
discrimination—may have potential to reverberate well beyond local belonging.

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

The need to belong is fundamental to the human experience and notoriously difficult to measure. 
The term is used interchangeably with adjacent concepts such as social connection and loneliness, 
but belonging extends beyond social relationships. Walton and Brady (2017) define belonging 
as a “general inference…about the quality of fit or potential fit between oneself and a setting. It 
is experienced as a feeling of being accepted, included, respected…” (p. 272).236 Environments 
where we don’t “fit” hinder our goals, of whatever nature they may be, and can lead to negative 
outcomes. A desire to better understand this is one of the reasons why we created the Belonging 
Barometer.

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

In our nationally representative survey, the Belonging Barometer was associated with critical 
outcomes in the United States. Americans who experienced belonging were healthier237 and less 
stressed.238 They were more satisfied at work239 and in their local communities,240 experienced 
increased trust in each other and in our systems of governance,241 and were more engaged 
citizens.242 Perhaps most importantly, during this unsettled time, they were less fearful of 
demographic change,243 and were more supportive of democratic systems of governance244 and 
satisfied with U.S. democracy.245

This study also suggests that diversity and belonging may be connected, an insight that will grow 
increasingly important as the United States becomes increasingly diverse. We all win when we 
strive to build belonging in diverse workplaces or civic spaces. Conversely, we all lose when we 
don’t combine diversity with belonging. Increasing diversity and demographic change can pose 
challenges, but belonging may alleviate common anxieties.246

Unfortunately, non-belonging is widespread throughout American life in the work, local, 
and national settings (non-belonging is a cumulative term including people who experienced 
belonging ambiguity and exclusion). In fact, the majority of Americans reported non-belonging 
in three life settings: the workplace (64%), the nation (67%), and their local community (74%). 
Perhaps more concerningly, nearly one in five Americans reported feeling non-belonging across 
each and every life setting measured here—meaning they did not feel a “fit” with their friends and 
family, workplace, local community, or the nation.

Who is more or less likely to belong? Across the life settings, Americans were more likely to 
report belonging if they saw themselves as better off or much better off economically than the 
average American (across all life settings); were older (across all life settings); identified as a man 
vs. woman (family, national, and workplace); or identified as heterosexual (straight) vs. homosexual 
(gay), bi/pansexual, asexual, or queer (family, friends, local, and nation).247 Though these results 
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may not be surprising, they are critically important. Our society transmits the parameters of 
belonging through cues, events, experiences, and relationships. These daily realities across 
American life settings appear to be imparting a message to these demographic groups, that, at 
least sometimes: “You don’t belong.”

By demonstrating that lower levels of stress, more diversity in one’s social network, and greater 
community engagement are also associated with belonging, this study offers individuals 
actionable pathways for increasing their wellbeing. But unfortunately, not all factors associated 
with our sense of belonging are our choices to make. For instance, the experience of being  
“treated as less than others” in respondents’ daily lives was associated with non-belonging across 
all life settings—not only in the local community but also nationally, in the workplace, and even 
among friends and family.248 While systemic racism or other forms of marginalization likely play 
some role in this phenomenon, the Americans who reported being treated as “less than” tended 
to be younger, non-citizen immigrants, identify as non-white, identify as men, identify as not 
heterosexual (straight), and/or report lower subjective socioeconomic status.249 This suggests a 
broad social breakdown in civic norms and behavior, or at least the experience of such among 
a wide set of groups, and also presents an opportunity for local communities to inquire about 
dignity in daily interactions as experienced by their own residents, and address any issues that 
are identified.

In some life settings belonging also correlated with race (local) and religion (family, local, national, 
workplace). Regardless of life setting, subjective socioeconomic status was almost always the 
best predictor of belonging.250 This suggests that socioeconomic status, which is itself influenced 
by marginalizing systems—for instance, systems that prevent wealth accumulation, such as 
redlining, or that block opportunities, such as racism or xenophobia, etc.—may explain variation 
in belonging more than some demographic factors. Thus, belonging interventions—in families, 
workplaces, local communities, or at the national level—must be designed with an eye towards 
the systemic life experiences that influence an individual beyond the setting at hand.251

We close by highlighting one last finding from our survey: Higher belonging in one life setting 
correlates with higher belonging in other life settings.252 It is therefore possible that investments in 
one life setting or sector could hold benefits for others. In our view, this presents further opportunity 
for common cause among policymakers, practitioners, researchers, leaders, and funders.

To Build Belonging

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

Efforts to increase belonging, sometimes referred to as belonging interventions, can and do 
work. For instance, by addressing a student by their first name in a letter being sent to the home, 
a school principal increased a sense of connection among socially excluded adolescents.253 
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In another intervention, first-year college students were provided with narrative framing that 
demonstrated “social adversity as common and transient” and found that the benefits were 
particularly pronounced for African-American students, whereby “the GPAs of the intervention-
treated African Americans rose over time” and “African Americans reported being healthier and 
visiting the doctor less frequently.”254 And, in a separate study, by replacing objects that evoked 
masculine stereotypes of computer science with neutral objects, a computer science department 
increased women’s interest and anticipated belonging in the field (while also not reducing 
belonging among men).255 In “The Many Questions of Belonging,” Greg Walton and Shannon Brady 
offer a summary of useful, evidence-based approaches for creating belonging.256

We hope that organizations, workplaces, and communities will invest in belonging by being 
intentional in how they structure their groups and teams, how they create connections, and how 
they design their spaces. That said, stakeholders who wish to do this work should also proceed with 
care, taking into consideration that belonging interventions can be ineffective, or even backfire. 
Consider, for instance, the potential impact of a common, well-intended statement such as “I 
want you to belong,” or the request that students repeat a mantra like “I belong” to themselves. 
These strategies can inadvertently imply that most other people in that setting feel they belong, 
highlighting a person’s felt lack of belonging, and offering little hope for their future.257

Efforts to increase belonging can fail when they target the wrong belonging-related psychological 
process for a specific group.258 Recall that belonging involves a perceived “fit” between the self 
and a context. Walton and Brady (2017) argue that, to draw inferences about their belonging in 
any given context, people ask six key questions, even if implicitly; the way that one answers these 
questions informs their behavior in that setting, often making their expectations come true.259 The 
questions are: Does anyone here notice me? Are there people here that I connect to? Do people 
here value (people like) me? Is this a setting in which I want to belong? Could I be more than a 
stereotype here? Are people like me compatible with this setting or behavior? Of course, the same 
situation might yield different answers to the six questions for different people, as everyone is 
informed by their own experiences, group identities, and more. The goal of psychology-based 
belonging interventions is to vary cues in the environment in ways that help all people answer the 
six questions affirmatively, regardless of where they are coming from. 

Knowing how to do this is not always easy, or obvious, but when an intervention targets the wrong 
belonging-related psychological process (for a given community, or sub-population), it will likely 
be ineffective. It is therefore important to understand when and for whom the different questions 
of belonging arise within a given context—and this often requires baseline research. For example, 
having “swag” sent to new college students to promote affiliation increased belonging among 
white students but not Black students,260 perhaps because minority students—who faced the 
possibility of group-based devaluation—were less concerned with affiliation and more concerned 
with being respected and valued.261

Belonging interventions may also be ineffective when exercises seem inauthentic or coercive, or 
when people fail to connect an exercise to their broader personal experience. 
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Belonging is about the symbolic meanings people draw from experiences,262 but that doesn’t 
mean that concrete resources and realities don’t matter—to the contrary, people draw symbolic 
meaning from pictures on a wall, the diversity modeled in leadership, and the systemic privileges 
or barriers placed before them. If we do everything we can to increase belonging for a particular 
individual or group, but then they cannot take advantage of that new, secure sense of belonging 
to pursue their goals due to resource or structural barriers, it will fail. For that reason, for some 
populations, efforts to increase belonging will need to address systemic barriers alongside 
programmatic and psychological ones.

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

Using the Belonging Barometer

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

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

• Informs the design of programs, interventions, and communications. Analyses such 
as those within this report can determine which belonging themes are most important 
to the population, enabling the identification of themes that might be prioritized in 
programming.  

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

Conclusion
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Who Might Use the Belonging Barometer?

A few examples include: 

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

wellbeing, or demonstrate programmatic or interventional impacts over time. 

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

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

insights to inform new programs or interventions. 

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

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

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

programmatic or intervention impacts. 

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

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

target and improve their programming. 

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

desire baseline or longitudinal feedback from the community about what is 

working or how things might be improved. 

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

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

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

on belonging overall (or across regions, sub-populations, etc.). 

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

the relationship between democracy and belonging and explore or experiment 

with related programming. 

• Hospitals, healthcare institutions, and public health institutions seeking to 

identify how patients, participants, and communities feel in relation to their 

physical spaces and programs, and to evaluate potential belonging interventions 

and their impact on health.

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

To Explore Belonging Generally
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life. Workman Publishing. 
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Books.  
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human experience. Random House. 

Buettner, Dan. (2017). The blue zones of happiness: Lessons from the world’s happiest people. 
National Geographic. 

Murthy, Vivek. (2020). Together: The healing power of human connection in a sometimes lonely  
world. HarperCollins. 

Parker, Priya. (2018). The art of gathering: How we meet and why it matters. Riverhead Books. 
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[Conference presentation]. Othering and Belonging Institute. Othering & Belonging Conference, 
Oakland, CA, United States. 

Abizeid, M. (Host). (2019, May 8). Targeted universalism, with john a. powell (No. 10) [Audio 
podcast episode]. In Who belongs? Othering and Belonging Institute.

Selassie, Sebene. (2020). You belong: A call for connection. HarperCollins. 

Taormina, R., & Gao, J. (2013). Maslow and the motivation heirarchy: Measuring satisfaction 
of the needs. The American Journal of Psychology, 126(2), 155–177. https://doi.org/10.5406/
amerjpsyc.126.2.0155

https://belonging.berkeley.edu/resources
https://www.amazon.com/Belong-People-Create-Community-Connected/dp/1523502053
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https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497
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1. A linear regression established that respondents’ highest score across the five Belonging 

Barometers could statistically significantly predict self-reported general health, F(1, 3,229) 

= 222.784, p < .001, medium effect size, and respondents’ highest score across the five 

Belonging Barometers accounted for 6.5% of the explained variability in self-reported general 

health. The regression equation was: predicted self-reported general health = 1.223 + 0.428 x 

(highest score across the five Belonging Barometers).

2. A linear regression established that respondents’ highest score across the five Belonging 

Barometers could statistically significantly predict life satisfaction, F(1, 3,229) = 599.301, p < 

.001, large effect size, and respondents’ highest score across the five Belonging Barometers 

accounted for 15.7% of the explained variability in life satisfaction. The regression equation 

was: predicted life satisfaction = 0.406 + 1.538 x (highest score across the five Belonging 

Barometers).

3. A linear regression established that respondents’ highest score across the five Belonging 

Barometers could statistically significantly predict the frequency of physical and emotional 

pain, F(1, 3,229) = 105.003, p < .001, small effect size, and respondents’ highest score across 

the five Belonging Barometers accounted for 3.1% of the explained variability in the frequency 

of physical and emotional pain. The regression equation was: predicted frequency of physical 

and emotional pain = 3.628 - 0.324 x (highest score across the five Belonging Barometers).

4. A linear regression established that respondents’ highest score across the five Belonging 

Barometers could statistically significantly predict the frequency of experiencing stress, F(1, 

4,795) = 850.555, p < .001, large effect size, and respondents’ highest score across the five 

Belonging Barometers accounted for 15.1% of the explained variability in the frequency of 

experiencing stress. The regression equation was: predicted frequency of experiencing stress 

= 5.068 - 0.585 x (highest score across the five Belonging Barometers).

5. A linear regression established that respondents’ highest score across the five Belonging 

Barometers could statistically significantly predict the frequency of experiencing loneliness, 

F(1, 4,794) = 1059.237, p < .001, large effect size, and respondents’ highest score across the 

five Belonging Barometers accounted for 18.1% of the explained variability in the frequency of 

experiencing loneliness. The regression equation was: predicted frequency of experiencing 

loneliness = 6.009 - 0.830 x (highest score across the five Belonging Barometers).

6. A linear regression established that workplace belonging could statistically significantly 

predict the length of tenure at one’s job, F(1, 2,606) = 119.702, p < .001, small effect size, and 

workplace belonging accounted for 4.4% of the explained variability in the length of tenure at 

one’s job. The regression equation was: predicted length of tenure at one’s job = 1.612 + 0.319 

x (workplace belonging). Please note, respondents were not able to indicate a tenure of less 

than one year; we share this finding as a general trend that warrants further research. 

7. A linear regression established that workplace belonging could statistically significantly 

predict willingness to recommend one’s job to a friend or family member, F(1, 3,434) = 

Endnotes
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1772.024, p < .001, large effect size, and workplace belonging accounted for 34% of the 

explained variability in willingness to recommend one’s job to a friend or family member. The 

regression equation was: predicted willingness to recommend one’s job to a friend or family 

member = -1.403 + 2.186 x (workplace belonging).

8. A linear regression established that local belonging could statistically significantly predict 

satisfaction with one’s local community, F(1, 4,795) = 2506.403, p < .001, large effect size, and 

local belonging accounted for 34.3% of the explained variability in satisfaction with one’s local 

community. The regression equation was: predicted satisfaction with one’s local community = 

0.781 + 0.907 x (local belonging).

9. A linear regression established that local belonging could statistically significantly predict the 

frequency of trusting one’s neighbors, F(1, 4,697) = 1402.756, p < .001, large effect size, and 

local belonging accounted for 23% of the explained variability in the frequency of trusting 

one’s neighbors. The regression equation was: predicted frequency of trusting one’s neighbors 

= 1.54 + 0.595 x (local belonging).

10. A linear regression established that local belonging could statistically significantly predict 

the frequency of trusting other local residents, F(1, 4,795) = 2960.999, p < .001, large effect 

size, and local belonging accounted for 38.2% of the explained variability in the frequency of 

trusting other local residents. The regression equation was: predicted frequency of trusting 

other local residents = 0.970 + 0.723 x (local belonging).

11. A linear regression established that local belonging could statistically significantly predict 

the frequency of trusting Americans, F(1, 4,794) = 833.603, p < .001, large effect size, and 

local belonging accounted for 14.8% of the explained variability in the frequency of trusting 

Americans. The regression equation was: predicted frequency of trusting Americans = 1.606 + 

0.417 x (local belonging).

12. A linear regression established that local belonging could statistically significantly predict 

the frequency of trusting local government, F(1, 4,608) = 1055.111, p < .001, large effect size, 

and local belonging accounted for 18.6% of the explained variability in the frequency of 

trusting local government. The regression equation was: predicted frequency of trusting local 

government = 1.167 + 0.581 x (local belonging).

13. A linear regression established that local belonging could statistically significantly predict 

the frequency of trusting the U.S. government, F(1, 3,211) = 254.084, p < .001, medium effect 

size, and local belonging accounted for 7.3% of the explained variability in the frequency of 

trusting U.S. government. The regression equation was: predicted frequency of trusting U.S. 

government = 1.521 + 0.316 x (local belonging).

14. A linear regression established that local belonging could statistically significantly predict 

the frequency of engaging in civic commitments, F(1, 4,795) = 267.789, p < .001, small effect 

size, and local belonging accounted for 5.3% of the explained variability in the frequency 

of engaging in civic commitments. The regression equation was: predicted frequency of 

engaging in civic commitments = -0.28 + 0.741 x (local belonging).

15. A linear regression established that local belonging could statistically significantly predict 
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confidence that residents’ involvement in their community can change the way it is run, 

F(1, 4,795) = 657.045, p < .001, medium effect size, and local belonging accounted for 12.1% 

of the explained variability in confidence that residents’ involvement in their community 

can change the way it is run. The regression equation was: predicted confidence that 

residents’ involvement in their community can change the way it is run = 2.377 + 0.416 x (local 

belonging).

16. A linear regression established that local belonging could statistically significantly predict 

the frequency of engaging in local social actions, F(1, 4,795) = 80.875, p < .001, small effect 

size, and local belonging accounted for 1.7% of the explained variability in the frequency 

of engaging in local social actions. The regression equation was: predicted frequency of 

engaging in local social actions = 0.844 + 0.114 x (local belonging).

17. A linear regression established that local belonging could statistically significantly predict 

feelings of local marginalization, F(1, 4,795) = 481.110, p < .001, medium effect size, and local 

belonging accounted for 9.1% of the explained variability in feelings of local marginalization. 

The regression equation was: predicted feelings of local marginalization = 3.579 - 0.331 x 

(local belonging).

18. A linear regression established that local belonging could statistically significantly predict 

feelings of national marginalization, F(1, 4,795) = 95.820, p < .001, small effect size, and 

local belonging accounted for 1.9% of the explained variability in feelings of national 

marginalization. The regression equation was: predicted feelings of national marginalization = 

3.482 - 0.178 x (local belonging).

19. A linear regression established that local belonging could statistically significantly predict 

agreement with the statement that more diversity in one’s neighborhood is beneficial, F(1, 

4,697) = 28.640, p < .001, small effect size, and local belonging accounted for 0.6% of the 

explained variability in agreement that more diversity in one’s neighborhood is beneficial. 

The regression equation was: predicted agreement that more diversity is beneficial = 3.020 + 

0.108 x (local belonging).

20. A linear regression established that national belonging could statistically significantly 

predict satisfaction with the United States as a place to live, F(1, 4,795) = 3440.909, p < .001, 

large effect size, and national belonging accounted for 41.8% of the explained variability in 

satisfaction with the United States as a place to live. The regression equation was: predicted 

satisfaction with the United States as a place to live = 0.12 + 1.013 x (national belonging).

21. A linear regression established that national belonging could statistically significantly predict 

satisfaction with U.S. democracy, F(1, 3,211) = 554.639, p < .001, large effect size, and national 

belonging accounted for 14.7% of the explained variability in satisfaction with U.S. democracy. 

The regression equation was: predicted satisfaction with U.S. democracy = 0.405 + 0.599 x 

(national belonging).

22. A binomial logistic regression was performed to ascertain the effect of national belonging 

on the likelihood of agreement that, in some cases, a non-democratic government can be 

preferable to a democratic one. The logistic regression model was statistically significant, 



56Endnotes

χ2(1) = 61.025, p < .001, small effect size (odds ratio of 0.608, 95% confidence interval of 

0.537 and 0.690). The model explained 3.4% (Nagelkerke R2) of the variance in the likelihood 

of agreement that, in some cases, a non-democratic government can be preferable to a 

democratic one and correctly classified 81.1% of cases. The predictor variable (national 

belonging) was statistically significant. Increasing national belonging was associated with a 

decreased likelihood of agreement that, in some cases, a non-democratic government can be 

preferable to a democratic one.

23. A linear regression established that subjective socioeconomic status, age, gender, sexual 

orientation, and having a faith tradition could statistically significantly predict family 

belonging, F(5, 3,357) = 69.979, p < .001, medium effect size, and subjective socioeconomic 

status, age, gender, sexual orientation, and having a faith tradition accounted for 9.4% of 

the explained variability in family belonging. The regression equation was: predicted family 

belonging = 2.524 + 0.193 x (subjective socioeconomic status) + 0.004 x (age) + 0.065 x 

(identifying as a man) + 0.258 x (identifying as heterosexual [straight]) + 0.322 x (having a faith 

tradition). 

24. A linear regression established that subjective socioeconomic status, age, and sexual 

orientation could statistically significantly predict friend belonging, F(3, 4,718) = 57.846, p 

< .001, small effect size, and subjective socioeconomic status, age, and sexual orientation 

accounted for 3.5% of the explained variability in friend belonging. The regression equation 

was: predicted friend belonging = 3.260 + 0.142 x (subjective socioeconomic status) + 0.003 x 

(age) - 0.160 x (identifying as heterosexual [straight]).

25. A linear regression established that subjective socioeconomic status, age, gender, and having 

a faith tradition could statistically significantly predict workplace belonging, F(4, 3,394) = 

91.858, p < .001, medium effect size, and subjective socioeconomic status, age, gender, and 

having a faith tradition accounted for 9.8% of the explained variability in workplace belonging. 

The regression equation was: predicted workplace belonging = 2.147 + 0.185 x (subjective 

socioeconomic status) + 0.009 x (age) + 0.070 x (identifying as a man) + 0.207 x (having a faith 

tradition). 

26. A linear regression established that subjective socioeconomic status, age, race, and having a 

faith tradition could statistically significantly predict local belonging, F(4, 3,420) = 68.070, p < 

.001, medium effect size, and subjective socioeconomic status, age, race, and having a faith 

tradition accounted for 7.4% of the explained variability in local belonging. The regression 

equation was: predicted local belonging = 2.359 + 0.132 x (subjective socioeconomic status) + 

0.006 x (age) - 0.068 x (identifying as white) + 0.263 x (having a faith tradition). 

27. A linear regression established that subjective socioeconomic status, age, gender, sexual 

orientation, having a faith tradition, and immigration status could statistically significantly 

predict national belonging, F(6, 3,356) = 81.282, p < .001, medium effect size, and subjective 

socioeconomic status, age, gender, sexual orientation, having a faith tradition, and 

immigration status accounted for 12.7% of the explained variability in national belonging. 

The regression equation was: predicted national belonging = 2.131 + 0.099 x (subjective 
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socioeconomic status) + 0.009 x (age) + 0.051 x (identifying as a man) + 0.206 x (identifying as 

heterosexual [straight]) + 0.323 x (having a faith tradition) + 0.097 x (being an immigrant).

28. More agreement that one experiences being treated “less than” in local settings was 

negatively associated with family belonging (r = -0.212); friend belonging (r = -0.209); 

workplace belonging (r = -0.231); local belonging (r = -0.372); and national belonging (r = 

-0.310).

29. A linear regression established that age, whether someone is an immigrant, identifying as 

white, identifying as a man, identifying as heterosexual (straight), subjective socioeconomic 

status, and having a faith tradition could statistically significantly predict the extent to 

which someone feels that they are treated as less than others in local settings, F(7, 3,355) = 

48.219, p < .001, medium effect size. Respondents’ age, whether someone is an immigrant, 

identifying as white, identifying as a man, identifying as heterosexual (straight), subjective 

socioeconomic status, and having a faith tradition accounted for 9.1% of the explained 

variability in the extent to which someone feels that they are treated as less than others in 

local settings. The regression equation was: predicted extent to which someone feels that 

they are treated as less than others in local settings = 4.786 - 0.014 x (age) + 0.363 x (whether 

someone is an immigrant) - 0.262 x (identifying as white) + 0.133 x (identifying as a man) - 0.241 

x (identifying as heterosexual [straight]) - 0.217 x (subjective socioeconomic status) - 0.184 x 

(having a faith tradition).

30. A linear regression established that having, on average, more diverse friendships could 

statistically significantly predict friend belonging, F(1, 4,795) = 166.776, p < .001, small effect 

size, and the average number of diverse friendships accounted for 3.4% of the explained 

variability in friend belonging. The regression equation was: predicted friend belonging = 

3.614 + 0.066 x (average number of diverse friendships).

31. A linear regression established, on average, white respondents agreed less strongly with 

the statement that increasing diversity in one’s neighborhood was beneficial. While this 

relationship persisted when controlling for racial diversity in one’s neighborhood and local 

belonging, as the racial diversity of white respondents’ neighborhoods increased and 

they experienced greater local belonging, the strength of their race as a predictor of their 

openness to diversity decreased, F(1, 4,693) = 35.947, p < .001, small effect size, identifying 

as white, the racial diversity of one’s neighborhood, and local belonging accounted for 

2.2% of the explained variability in agreement with the statement that more neighborhood 

diversity is beneficial. The regression equation was: predicted agreement with the statement 

that neighborhood diversity is beneficial = 2.811 - 0.083 x (identifying as white) + 0.076 

x (proportion of neighbors that are a different race or ethnicity than you) + 0.118 (local 

belonging).

32. Taormina, R. J., & Gao, J. H. (2013). Maslow and the motivation hierarchy: Measuring 

satisfaction of the needs. The American Journal of Psychology, 126(2), 155–177. https://doi.

org/10.5406/amerjpsyc.126.2.0155. See also this overview of our drive for social connection, 
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Methods

The Belonging Barometer Items per Life Setting 

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

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

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

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

Family Belonging

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

following statements?

I feel emotionally connected to my family.

Family members welcome and include me in family activities.

I feel unable to influence decisions within my family.*

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

Family members value me and my contributions.

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

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

I am comfortable expressing my opinions within my family.

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

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

Friend Belonging

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

the following statements?

I feel emotionally connected to my friends.

My friends welcome and include me in activities.

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

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

My friends value me and my contributions.

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

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

I am comfortable expressing my opinions amongst my friends.

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

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

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

statements?

I feel emotionally connected to my company or organization.

My co-workers welcome and include me in activities.

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

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

My co-workers value me and my contributions.

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

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

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

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

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

Local Belonging

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

agree with the following statements? 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

National Belonging

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

following statements? 
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I feel emotionally connected to the United States.

I am welcomed and included in activities with other Americans.

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

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

Americans value the contributions of people like me.

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

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

I am comfortable expressing my opinions to the average American.

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

I feel like I truly belong in America.

Survey Design

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

interspersed throughout the survey.
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Data Collection

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

Analysis

Data Cleaning
To ensure that respondents were attending to the questions and selecting meaningful answers, 
we included two “attention check” questions in the survey. These questions asked respondents to 
select a particular answer choice, for example, “Strongly disagree,” to demonstrate that they were 
reading questions carefully. Only respondents who correctly answered both attention checks were 
included in analyses for a final sample size of 4,797 respondents. 

Regressions
Regression analysis is a statistical tool that allows us to examine many factors simultaneously and 
understand how each factor uniquely and independently accounts for variation in an outcome of 
interest. In addition to belonging scores, when we explored demographic and individual factors, 
our regression models involved the following variables: subjective socioeconomic status, age, 
gender, sexual orientation, race, religion, and immigration status. Note: These regression models 
are meant to be preliminary explorations of these data—in future reports, we are likely to present 
findings using more theoretically-informed models. Meanwhile, we encourage subject matter 
experts who wish to examine these data more deeply to contact Over Zero.
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Survey Sample Demographics, n = 4,797

Characteristic % of Sample

Generation

Gen Z 10

Millennials 29

Gen X 23

Boomers 30

Silent Generation 8

With which of the following genders do you identify?

Men 47

Women 52

Other 1

In what sort of place do you currently live?

Big city 18

Smaller city 17

Suburban area 36

Small town 14

Rural area 15

What is your present religion, if any?

Agnostic 7

Atheist 9

Buddhist 1

Eastern or Greek Orthodox <1

Hindu <1

Jewish 2

Mormon 1

Muslim <1

Description of the Sample

We provide descriptive statistics below. Note that the sample size for groups listed in 
orange font is very small. Because these groups represent less than 1% of the overall 
sample (e.g., less than 48 responses), they are often omitted from narrative content and 
graphs in this report. Groups that fall into this category include respondents who identify 
as neither a woman nor man; respondents who identify as Muslim, Eastern or Greek 
Orthodox, Buddhist, or Hindu; respondents who identify as asexual; and respondents who 
identify as Middle Eastern or Native American. When we do include these groups in our 
observations, we denote them with an asterisk (within this Appendix) and with a disclaimer 
at the base of the graph.
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Which of these statements best describes your immigration status?

Third-generation American or longer 60

Second-generation American 20

First-generation American 12

Immigrant citizen 6

Immigrant non-citizen 2

Which of the following describes your employment status right now?

Working in person or remotely 51

Not working 21

Retired 24

Student 5

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

Much worse 7

Worse 22

Same as 44

Better 23

Much better 4

Protestant 32

Roman Catholic 17

Nothing in particular 22

Something else 6

Do you consider yourself to be:

Asexual <1

Bi/Pansexual 6

Heterosexual (Straight) 86

Homosexual (Gay) 4

Queer 1

Prefer not to answer 2

What racial or ethnic group best describes you?

Asian 3

Black 9

Hispanic 13

Middle Eastern <1

Native American <1

White 68

Two or more races 3

Other 2
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Have you served or are you serving in the military?

Yes 11

No 89

What most accurately describes your housing situation?

I fully own it 25

I bought it with the help of a mortgage/loan 29

Part own and part rent (shared ownership) 1

I rent it 32

I live here rent-free 9

I occupy it in some other way 3

I don’t have stable housing 1

Does anyone in your household own a gun?

Yes 34

No 66

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

Democrat 38

Independent 36

Republican 26

Which language do you speak most often at home?

English 98

Language other than English* 7

    *Note: Respondents were able to select both English and another language

What is your marital status?

Single, that is, never married 33

Married 43

Long-term cohabitation, but never married 6

Separated, but still legally married 2

Divorced 10

Widowed 6

How many children do you have?

None 45

One or more 55

What is the highest level of education you have completed?

Did not graduate from high school 3

High school graduate 30

Some college 21

2-year 10

4-year 23

Postgraduate degree 14
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Limitations & Future Research

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

Belonging Barometer itself.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

•   In our dataset, family, friend, workplace, and national belonging increased with age. 
However, other studies show that older Americans are at increased risk for social 
isolation and loneliness. Social connectivity is a correlate of belonging in this dataset, so 
how might we explain this discrepancy?

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