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Welcome & Housekeeping notes
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This presentation (45 mins), and happy to share slides. 

The “Q & A” section will last 15 mins. 

Email any time at omidf@pitt.edu

mailto:omidf@pitt.edu
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Belonging – Origins, Research, and Impact



Evolutionary Gamble

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We humans are born week, feeble, and unable to fend for ourselves. From an evolutionary perspective, it can be argued that a wager was made to see whether investing a larger, more complex, and more social brain would help the survival rate of our species. In order to accomplish this, however, the human brain needed to be larger and more developed. 



Need to 
Belong



Belonging from Birth
• When you are claimed by a group. 
• Need to belong continues to influence 

group integration.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In order for this wager to work, however, we needed to rely on the hope that, upon birth, we would be claimed into a clan to which we would belong. That is, that our parents and kin would invest in us, defend us, and claim us into their clans.

The need to be claimed and belong doesn’t end at birth either. It continues to drive our behaviors, emotions, and psychology. 



Need to Belong

• Fundamental Need

• Driving Motive

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Consequently, the need to belong is a fundamental human survival motive, and when that need is 



Defining 
Belonging

Impact, Measure, and 
Consequences



Measuring 
Belonging

• When you are claimed by a group. 
• The feeling that you are cared for 

and valued. 

• Most noticeable experienced 
through its absence



Impact of 
Belonging in 
the 
Workplace

• High belonging is linked to a
• 56% increase in job performance, 
• a 50% drop in turnover risk, 
• and a 75% reduction in sick days,
• a 167% increase in their employer promoter 

score (their willingness to recommend their 
company to others),

• received double the raises, 
• and 18 times more promotions. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
For a 10,000-person company, this would result in annual savings of more than $52M. 




Impact of 
Belonging in 
the 
Workplace

• 40% of people say that they feel isolated at 
work, and the result has been lower 
organizational commitment and 
engagement. 

• “I get paid well to do something I enjoy, 
and...[I’m] surrounded by clever, funny, like-
minded people. And for 45 or 50 hours every 
week, I feel isolated.” 



Social 
Identity 
Theory

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Learning is social, as well as an equity issue. It’s about access to identities of mastery, which the faculty and other mentors grant access to or deny at critical points of transitions. 

Thinking about this as the process of walking alongside students

Identity Safety and Its Importance for Academic Success

While there are many external factors that contribute to the equity students do or do not experience, equally important are the internal or psychological factors that impact student performance. This talk examines the need for identity safety in the classroom, and how the culture of a classroom (the unspoken messages) can create or inhibit equity of the psychological environment. The intersecting influences of student achievement goal orientations and classroom goal emphasis have a direct and significant impact on student motivation and academic achievement. Additionally, students across the developmental spectrum are actively negotiating who they are as a student and taking cues from the environment regarding their fit and likelihood of success. For students of color, this identity negotiation entails a very specific consideration of their racial self and whether or not that element of their person is welcomed in the academic space. These identity negotiations then interact with students’ achievement goals and their beliefs about intelligence and motivation, ultimately impacting their academic performance. Goal-fit and racial identity-fit thereby serve as core elements of belonging for students of color. Students of color need a strong sense of their own capability (private racial regard) and a positive belief in others’ assessment of them (public racial regard) to experience inclusion. As stereotype threat research has clearly demonstrated, this navigation of racial identity-fit is hindered by the impact of racism and stereotypes imbedded in the educational experience. Given belonging provides students the identity safety they need to be fully present in the classroom and risk the evaluation of their ability that is inherent in the academic teaching and learning process, it is essential for educational environments to provide a strong sense of belonging and identity safety to achieve true equity. This chapter considers how to move students from belonging uncertainty to identity safety and discusses interventions educational institutions, leaders, and faculty can institute to create truly inclusive environments.





Three Kinds of Belonging 
Problems

1. Belonging certainty, but not 
desired

2. Certainty about not belonging

3. Belonging Uncertainty



ADAPTIVE MINDSETS

A THREAT IN THE AIR

Cues in the Context

Photo by Kirill Pershin on Unsplash



ACADEMY FOR COLLEGE EXCELLENCE (ACE)

What do you see?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Bi-stable image




ACADEMY FOR COLLEGE EXCELLENCE (ACE)

Reality is Subjective
Influenced by past experiences 
and context
• Easter Sunday: 87% saw a Rabbit

• Sunday in October: 92% saw a Bird

• In Oregon

(Brugger and Brugger, 1993)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
An ambiguous figure in which the brain switches between seeing a rabbit and a duck. The duck-rabbit was “originally noted” by American psychologist Joseph Jastrow (Jastrow 1899, p. 312; 1900; see also Brugger and Brugger 1993). Jastrow used the figure, together with such figures as the Necker cube and Schröder stairs, to point out that perception is not just a product of the stimulus, but also of mental activity (Kihlstrom 2002).

Interestingly, children tested on Easter Sunday are more likely to see the figure as a rabbit (87%), whereas when tested on a Sunday in October, they tend to see it as a duck (Brugger and Brugger 1993, Kihlstrom 2002). Brugger and Brugger (1993) has provided a comprehensive catalog of duck-rabbit variants, along with data on their ease of reversibility.




ACADEMY FOR COLLEGE EXCELLENCE (ACE)

Context Matters



Classroom Environments: A threat in the air

Stereotypical room

Star Trek 
poster

Coke cans

Sci Fi books

Cheryan, Plaut, Davies & Steele, 2009

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Imagine you are woman in a STEM field, and you walk into you TA’s office to ask some questions, when you see some of the following items. Now, this is pretty typical, and you wouldn’t necessarily think twice about it. But, does it have an impact? 

To find out, researchers stages two offices with different items that represent either stereotypically male or stereotypically neutral elements. What they wanted to know was whether it would have an impact on women in STEM fields who are typically exposed to these kinds of stimuli. 

In the stereotypical room, they had elements that included a Star Trek poster, Sci Fi books, and pop cans. Now, notice that none of these are explicity saying that women aren’t welcome here, though they do suggest that there are cultural norms here that reflects typicaly male interests. 



Classroom Environments

Non-stereotypical room

Cheryan, Plaut, Davies & Steele, 2009

Nature 
poster

Water 
bottles

Neutral 
books

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In contrast, what happens when neutral elements are placed around the room? 




Environment Influences Women’s Interest in CS

Interaction: F(1, 35) = 10.22, p < .01Cheryan, Plaut, Davies & Steele, 2009



Organizational Cues

REPRESENTATION AMBIENT CUES MISSION & 
VISION

PROCESSES, 
POLICIES & 

STRUCTURES





ADAPTIVE MINDSETS

A QUESTION OF BELONGING

Bureaucratic Hassles

Photo by Siora Photography on Unsplash



Web Form Manipulation

Manipulation check: p < .001

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So now to show you the webform manipulation.  This is the first page and  you can see it just asks for basic biographical information.  The student has gone through and carefully entered all of their information. And then In the non-frustrating version the student submits the page and moves on with no problems, but in the Frustrating condition, the student gets this error message It says that the password didn’t meet the requirements, and all of the information they entered is lost.  This happens on every page of the form. As I’m sure all of you can imagine, this is extremely frustrating to students.




“This Form was Frustrating”
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This was the manipulation check to see how frustrating students thought each of the forms were. As predicted, the frustrating form was very much more so, compared to the non-frustrating form. 




Results: Sense of Belonging in College
e.g. “ I don’t feel like I belong at my college
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Presentation Notes
Here are the results for out main DV, sense of  belonging in college. On the y axis, we have sense of belonging, And here are the results among continuing generation students, and you can see that our webform manipulation didn’t have any effect. But when we look at the first generation students, we see that frustrating web form reduced their sense of belonging in college, consistent with our predictions. 




Good News



3 Main Channels of Intervention to Reduce 
Underperformance

Psychological 
Interventions

1

Adaptive Mindset 
Training

2

Changing Messaging

3



Belonging Intervention





Changing Recursive 
Processes

• Belonging Uncertainty
• More likely to attribute neg 

events to not belonging 
(Walton & Cohen, 2007)

• Belonging Intervention
• Normalize common 

struggles
• Common
• Due to transition

• Temporary

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Omid



Intervention Message

“When I first got to [school name], I worried that I 
was different from other students.  Everyone else 
seemed so certain that they were right for [school 
name], I wasn’t sure I fit in.  Sometime after my first 
year, I came to realize that many people come to 
[school name] uncertain whether they fit in or not.  
Now it seems ironic – everybody feels they are 
different freshman year from everybody else, when 
really in at least some ways we are all pretty 
similar...”

- Senior, African-American female



Belonging Intervention Results
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Cumulative First Year GPA
(Controls for gender, first-gen, SAT/ACT, high school class rank)

Control Social Belonging



Belonging Intervention Results

3.25

3.35

3.45

3.55

3.65

3.75

White or Asian (n=1299) Black, Latino, or Native (n=291)

Cumulative First Year GPA
(Controls for gender, first-gen, SAT/ACT, high school class rank)

Control Social Belonging

Achievement Gap
Reduction
Raw Means: 35%
Adjusted means: 53%



Adaptive Mindsets
The Unwritten Curriculum of Success

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Feelings of competence as proxy for belonging



Psychological 
States of 
Under-
Performance U
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Adrenaline 
Mngmt

Self-Talk
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Threat

Philosophy

Time Construal

Attributional 
Clarity

Rest

Focus

Deep Work

Contextual 
Control

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Making sense of a complex and uncertain world requires a fair bit of interpretation. What tone our translator has in generating our personal narratives has a strong impact on how we experience our surroundings and our world. We based many of these stories on what we’ve noticed in the past, and what expectations we might be coming into the new environment with, as well as the emotions that we’re experiencing in the moment. 

Despite not being ideal, may still be the single best vehicle for upward mobility that we have in our culture. 



Mindset Skills Training Modules

Mindset: Frontiers of 
ability

Master your Myopia: 
Managing the Hot 

System

The Secret of Self-
Control: Divorce 

Willpower, Marry 
context

Devotion over 
Emotion: The Passion 

Myth

Taking ownership: 
The Need for Self-

Management

Respond, don’t React: 
Effective goal-setting

Resilience vs. Grit: 
Trust the group, not 

the grind

Personality  as 
Repeated States, not 

Fixed Traits: The 
Power of Habit

Growth over Grades: 
Love the Process, not 

the Product

Becoming Limitless: 
Underperformance 

Explained

Initiation & 
Maintenance: 
Approach Vs. 

Avoidance Motivation

Passion & Purpose: 
Pasting Passion to 

Purpose



Activity

1. Not at all
2. A little
3. A moderate amount
4. A lot
5. Very much

“Do you 
think ______ 
is something 
that can be 
improved?”



“Do you think ________ is 
something that can be improved?

• Height

• Hair Color

• Creativity

• Artistic ability

• Math

• Singing

• Intelligence

• Sports/Athleticism

• Ability to control impulse

• Ability to pay attention

• Extraversion/Shyness



Mindset Skills Training Modules

Mindset: Frontiers of 
ability

Master your Myopia: 
Managing the Hot 

System

The Secret of Self-
Control: Divorce 

Willpower, Marry 
context

Devotion over 
Emotion: The Passion 

Myth

Taking ownership: 
The Need for Self-

Management

Respond, don’t React: 
Effective goal-setting

Resilience vs. Grit: 
Trust the group, not 

the grind

Personality  as 
Repeated States, not 

Fixed Traits: The 
Power of Habit

Growth over Grades: 
Love the Process, not 

the Product

Becoming Limitless: 
Underperformance 

Explained

Initiation & 
Maintenance: 
Approach Vs. 

Avoidance Motivation

Passion & Purpose: 
Pasting Passion to 

Purpose



Grit Mania
• Grit (Duckworth): 

Perseverance and 
passion for long-term 
goals

• >19,500, 100 views!



The Grit Contradiction 
& Adaptive Resilience
• Grit carries notion that you can find a little 

extra when you feel drained. 

• Usually believe this is done in isolation

• Resilience is quality of network, not 
characteristic of individual. 



Messaging



Getting the Belonging Message Right



Getting Belonging Message Right

• Participants treated as benefactors, not beneficiaries
• Inquiry based invitation
• Create space & slack

1. Avoid Deficit 
Model:

• Message reinforced using “saying-is-believing” techniques 
(Aronson et al., 2002)

2. Internalize 
Message:

• Delivered early to interrupt maladaptive recursive cycles3. Timing:

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Omid



Belonging is…
the feeling that you are cared for and valued.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
That someone claims you. 

Greatest missing skills among managers is perspective taking



Goal for your Company
“I didn’t choose to work at [Company Name]… 

[Company Name] chose me.”



WGU Labs Supports

Assessment

• Engagement 
Audit

• Messaging 
Review

• Policy 
Review

Psyc Intvn

• Belonging
• Values 

Affirmation
• Wise 

Intervention

Training

• Manager 
Training

• Mindset 
Training for 
Employees

• Strategic 
Consulting



THANK YOU!
Omid Fotuhi

Director @ WGU Labs
Omid.Fotuhi@wgu.edu

Angie Besendorfer
Regional VP Midwest

Angie.Bensendorfer@wgu.edu

Patrick Baker
Gov’t Relations

Patrick.Baker@wgu.edu

LinkedIn
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